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ABSTRACT
HIGHER EDUCATION AND FOOD ACCESS: A CASE STUDY OF FOOD ACCESS
INITATIVES AND THEIR COMMUNITY IMPACT
by
Rebecca Quinn Wheaton
December 2022
Food security issues are being prioritized across college campuses and among student
communities in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. While basic needs services are typically
available on campuses, there is still a discrepancy between availability and accessibility.
Ellensburg, Washington, has vulnerable food-insecure populations, including Central
Washington University (CWU) students, whose access issues involve not only social, cultural,
and political dimensions, but also practical considerations like transportation, distance to grocery
stores, and affordability of food resources. A central concern of this research is to understand
food as constitutive of different forms of symbolic, cultural, and economic capital following
Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice to understand how food, circulating through different fields,
produces different senses of value (Bourdieu 1977). In this context, this work identifies and
documents institutional actors and the role they play in their field of action (field) and sheds light
on how resources are distributed to either promote or hinder the success of student food access
initiatives and their community impact. This research represents a timely interrogation of
national concern by providing original, authentic insights in situ. Through ethnographic research
methods that include semi-structured interviewing and participatory observation fieldwork, this
case study presents the nuances of a food access landscape situated on a college campus and the
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challenges of a university seeking to provide students with the resources and basic needs they
require to succeed in their academic journey. In identifying the social friction points that deter
effective student food access initiatives, higher education leaders can address these barriers and
strengthen their partner relationships to better serve their student communities. This research can
provide insights for program managers in public-facing roles who seek a broader impact and a
more resilient food security program model for their community.
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION
I have worked in food- and agricultural-related issues for the past nine years as a ranch
hand in Colorado working in the field of sustainable agriculture; as an educator introducing
students of all ages to farming practices; and as an environmental program coordinator for nonprofit organizations in both Colorado and Washington state. My experiences in communityfacing roles aids me in applying my specific sensitivity for understanding the many issues related
to food insecurity in our overarching food system. During my time at CWU, I have documented
the experiences of many students, who struggle with accessing basic needs to sustain them
throughout the rigors of a quarter system and in their academic journey.
College institutions are increasingly addressing and prioritizing student food insecurity
on campuses — especially in the context of the COVID-19 shifting economic landscapes that
require students to integrate their academic responsibilities with the realities of life (GoldrickRab 2016). College students are considered a vulnerable population that often juggle family
obligations and part- or full-time jobs outside of their academic responsibilities (Goldrick-Rab
2016). According to the U.S. Department of Education’s College Scorecard for Central
Washington University, 10,264 undergraduate students are part-time or full-time attendees with a
graduation rate of 62%. While the Pell Grant recipient percentage (36% for CWU) is an indicator
of the socio-economic status of the CWU student body (US Department of Education College
Scorecard 2022), it does not consider the types of resource insecurity that students might face
due to lack of financial stability, nor does it account for the entire student population. Measuring
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student food insecurity is a highly complex task due to the many factors influencing a person’s
access to healthy and nutritious food.
In this chapter, I detail the issue of food insecurity and how it is addressed at both the
federal and state levels. Then I shift to food insecurity as it pertains to the scope of this research
in a university setting. Specifically addressed is Central Washington University (CWU) and its
related food access partners, Allied People Offering Year-Round Outreach (APOYO) and
Friends in Service to Humanity (FISH). Next, I share the purpose of this research and outline my
objectives. I address how this issue and research builds towards community resiliency and
stronger partnerships. Lastly, I discuss why this research is important both conceptually and
methodologically and how it can be applied in future work concerning the disparity between
resource availability and access.

Research Problem
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) measures U.S. household food
security by determining the conditions, circumstances, and abilities that contribute to equitable
access to foods that support healthy life (USDA 2022). The critical pillars of food security are
defined as access, availability, utilization, and stability (Aborisade & Bach 2014). While food
availability is a core pillar of ensuring food security, this does not guarantee food access (Barrett,
2001; Pinstrup-Andersen, 2009). Societally, access to food is operationalized at a local
community level reflected in the work of food banks and food pantries structurally functioning
under 501(C)(3) non-profit status and often relaying on federal and state grant funding
(Poppendieck 1999). Though food system models and best practices are innumerable throughout
the scope of food systems and non-profit model research, a sustainable non-profit model and
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cross-organizational collaborations are not possible without understanding their specific and indepth context (Aldaco, et al. 2020; Allen 2010; Béné 2020).
Researchers like Goldrick-Rab (2018) cite 41% of students as food insecure, but the
scope of student-food insecurity varies throughout the literature (Goldrick-Rab 2016; CLASP
2015; Hughes et al. 2011; Henry 2017; Nellum 2015). Food insecurity is also an increasingly
important issue to address due to the disruption of the COVID-19 pandemic. Universities have
grappled with what it means to be responsible for student success and their role functioning in a
larger community (Goldrick-Rab 2020) but addressed in this scope of research are the pillar of
food access and the issue of university responsibility to provide on-campus students with the
resources they need to be successful during their academic journey. Access in relation to food
security pertains to the social, political, and economic factors that either contribute to or hinder a
person’s ability to obtain food.
In Ellensburg, Washington, the organization Food Access Coalition of Kittitas County’s
community food assessment recognizes as top food access barriers: (1) lack of money, (2) lack of
time, (3) high food prices, and (4) distance and transportation (Kittitas County Community Food
Assessment 2013). Food insecurity is extremely nuanced and, therefore, it is hard to collect
longitudinal data representative of the populations in question. Kittitas County’s food
assessment, last issued in 2013, reflects a lack of current understanding of the shape and scope of
food insecurity locally, exacerbated in the pandemic era (Kittitas County Food Assessment 2013;
East West Food Rescue 2022). This local assessment does not account for possible student
communities experiencing food insecurity and food access issues. As students are not bound to
the university setting, they regularly interact within greater cultural contexts inhabiting multiple
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community identities. Not only are they tied to their familial homelands, but by being a student
affiliated with CWU, they are also Ellensburg citizens and Kittitas County residents.
At CWU, an undetermined but meaningful number of students require basic needs
support, including access to food resources. There is not an accurate nor full understanding of
food insecurity at CWU—although data is starting to be collected. In Fall 2021, Qualtrics’
Student Success Survey for first-year students collected a vast amount of data on the student
experience. Three questions addressed student perceptions of food insecurity:
“Considering the upcoming academic year, how strongly do you agree or disagree that:
Q1: I believe I will not be able to afford to eat a balanced meal.
Q2: I believe I will have to skip meals as I will not have enough food for the month.
Q3: I believe that I will have to eat less because I will not have enough money for food.”
Student respondents had the option to choose from 5 variables: (1) Strongly agree, (2)
somewhat agree, (3) not sure, (4) somewhat disagree, and (5) strongly disagree. The total number
of student respondents was n = 761 for Q1 and Q3, and n = 760 for Q2 (Unpublished, S3 Food
Insecurity Report Fall 2021, with permission to share information from Central Washington
University). Though this data does not represent the scope of food insecurity at CWU, we do see
student food insecurity reflected within the survey results (Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Food Insecurity Report Fall 2021, administered by Student Success
Within the context of CWU, this research seeks to illustrate and complement the pockets
of existing food insecurity data by utilizing ethnographic research methods to provide a deeper
understanding behind the quantitative data.

Purpose
Many researchers that focus on college-student food insecurity have transitioned away
from attempting to capture the percentage of food-insecure students because of the futility of
ever knowing the true scope of these issues in quantitative terms. College-student food insecurity
researchers are instead seeking to transform the programs and services that support basic-needs
resources to students (Goldrick-Rab 2020). In the context of higher education, this research
project interrogates how food insecurity is conceived of and addressed at Central
Washington University. In this vein, the main objective of this research is to document and
analyze Central Washington University's food access programs and services and local food
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assistance organizational efforts in combating food insecurity among college student
communities within the context of increasing food insecurity across college campuses in the
USA (Cady 2014; Goldrick-Rab 2020; Glik and Martinez 2017; Twill et al. 2016; Payne-Sturges
et al. 2018).
Conceptually, a central concern of this study is to understand food as constitutive of
different forms of symbolic, cultural, and economic capital by following Bourdieu’s theory of
practice; such conceptual framework allows me to understand how food, circulating through
different fields, produces different senses of value (Bourdieu 1977) .To this end, this research
will identify and document institutional or individual actors and the role(s) they play in their
specific fields of action (field). Using this particular theoretical framework allows me to
conceptually understand how food is transformed into different types of capital and how this
resource accumulation (or lack thereof) contributes to hidden structures and power dynamics
enacted within food access programs and services positioned in their field of action.
To document the above, I will rely on ethnographic methods to understand CWU
dynamics in relation to food insecurity. By using semi-structured interviewing and participatory
observation fieldwork, I expect to obtain a nuanced understanding that brings to life food
insecurity issues as they are understood by actors. Semi-structured interviews consist of asking
informed questions that are open-ended to allow the researcher and research participant to
navigate the flow of conversation organically. Participatory observation fieldwork takes place at
field sites for the researcher to observe what is happening in real time and to triangulate what is
being done with what is being said (Khanna 2009; Himmelgreen and Romero-Daza 2009;
Johnston and Fiske 2013).
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The foundation of my research design followed four key objectives. These objectives
follow an inductive methodology research arc consisting of literature review and data collection
to formulate preliminary insights based on the patterns and themes born from the data analysis. A
basic synthesis of this thesis’ research design with their related orienting sub-questions is
provided below (Table 1).

Objective 1: Assess current understandings

How do student-related food insecurity

on student food security and food access

initiatives address the disconnect between

non-profit models.

resource availability and accessibility?

Objective 2: Examine the historical and

How does CWU conceive of and document

cultural context of CWU partnerships with

food insecurity across campus? What

local food banks (primarily APOYO and

programs or strategies does CWU implement

FISH).

in response? How does CWU relate with
their on-campus food pantry partner
APOYO? How does CWU relate with
Kittitas County’s food bank partner FISH?

Objective 3: Develop a conceptual

What roles do CWU entities & food access

framework that encompasses key actors

partner organizations like APOYO and FISH

(program managers) and their associated

play in defining and preventing food

fields (cultural contexts) as they relate to

insecurity in student communities? How is

each other in terms of how food is circulated

food translated into various types of capital?

to students.

How does food define organizational
relationships?
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Objective 4: Share key insights on specific

What can be drawn from this analysis to

food insecurity issues on CWU’s campus

assist stakeholders in their food initiative

based on results.

efforts and increase more effective
collaboration between stakeholders to fight
student food insecurity in Ellensburg? What
causes issues and conflicts between
partnerships? How are the various forms of
capital informing the success or limitations
of each field of action and their theory of
practice?

Table 1: Objectives and Guiding Questions

Significance
The importance of this body of work can be organized into three foundational categories
of significance: (1) The importance of effective and intentional management of CWU student
basic services to support academic success, (2) the relevance of applying Bourdieu’s Theory of
Practice (Bourdieu 1977) as a conceptual framework to better analyze resource distribution and
unearth inequalities (often obscured by perception of how food is mobilized in different cultural
contexts), and (3) the methodological advantages of conducting research in a time of transition,
where basic needs are in a state of being systemically and structurally re-imagined.
At a community level, this research holds insights into localized food systems issues by
identifying friction points related to CWU’s campus food security initiatives and their
community partnerships. The research design process can be similarly used to inform future
community partnerships to create a resilient food system model for the Ellensburg community.
This effort is needed based on past county and state assessments (Kittitas County Community
Food Assessment 2013). Because this work incorporates food access issues experienced at the
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program management level in higher education, this work can provide insight for program
managers in community-facing roles and be more broadly applied.
This thesis contributes theoretically to larger national conversation that is concerned with
addressing student food insecurity and higher education. Most recently, the Hope Lab (GoldrickRab 2017) has transitioned away from attempting to capture the percentage of food-insecure
students (41% at four-year universities) because of the futility of ever knowing quantitatively
defined student food insecurity. They work with the intention to transform the programs and
services that support basic needs resources to students. My research reflects a similar effort to
explain and understand the challenges that organizations have in providing students the resources
and basic needs they require to succeed in their academic journey. By working with qualitative
research methods, organizations can better understand the true scope of the student experience.
Additionally, this research contributes to the current gap in the literature that reflects a need for
an anthropological perspective on resilient food bank and food system models on college
campuses (Gatrell et. al 2011; Khanna 2009; Goldrick-Rab 2020).
It is important to note that this research took place during the peak of the COVID-19
pandemic, and the challenges from this are reflected methodologically (see “Limitations”)
throughout the research design. Nonetheless, following strict protocol with CWU’s institutional
review board guidance, I was able to produce a research design with four main objectives, and
can be described in a two-stage methodological inductive approach, both exploratory and
confirmatory (Bernard 2017). I conducted 17 interviews with 18 hr. 45 min. of recorded data and
collected 200 hours of participatory observation fieldwork in various locations on or near CWU
(The Wildcat Farm and The Student Union and Recreation Center (SURC), The Wildcat Pantry
and Presidents United to Solve Hunger (PUSH) meetings, APOYO, and FISH from June through
9

December 2021 and in March 2022. Because in this context students are a vulnerable population,
I focused my attention on the program management (decision-making processes that directly
impact the creation, management, and sustainability) of the food access initiatives on campus. I
gained many insights into the unique challenges of conducting fieldwork in the context of a
pandemic. The unforeseen methodological advantages included the opportunity to witness and
observe how universities like CWU responded to student needs in the face of larger, more
threating systemic factors like the COVID-19 pandemic (Wickstrom 2020, Gaudino 2020).
Ethnographic fieldwork practiced on a local level can provide an intimate understanding of the
intricacies of our food crisis (Khanna 2009). Qualitative methods and techniques address the
complexities and nuances of local experiences and can provide complementary and holistic
analysis to inform regional and state policies that mitigate food and water scarcity in our
globalized world (Himmelgreen and Romero-Daza 2009; Johnston and Fiske 2013).

Study Area
My study area focuses on food access programs and services that support food security
for CWU student communities (Figure 2). The Food Access Initiatives servicing students (in
relation to food access) constitute five subsites that this research defines as fields of action
(Bourdieu 1977): (1) Dining Services, (2) The Wildcat Neighborhood Farm, (3) PUSH and the
Wildcat Pantry, (4) the food access partner organization, APOYO food pantry, 501(c)(3) on
CWU’s campus and (5) the food access partner organization FISH Food Pantry and Food Bank,
501(c)(3) off campus. These fields of action are all located in Ellensburg, Washington and in the
larger Kittitas County. These fields of action are spaces where people express, reproduce, and
generate certain cultural norms and expectations; in this research context, fields are organizations
and entities that function in specific ways and utilize resources in relation to students and food
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access. APOYO is located on the CWU campus and therefore a spatially bound food access
partner, but it is its own field of action because it operates outside of the CWU cultural context
and has its own organizational structure. Looking at the dotted lines in Figure 1 that connect
FISH with APOYO and CWU with FISH and APOYO and then FISH and APOYO with the
greater Ellensburg community, we can see that FISH and APOYO act as intermediaries with
both points of contact servicing Ellensburg.

Figure 2: Study Area and Fields of Action
It is important to note that I am looking at the larger system of programs and services
offered to students in which these relationships and partnerships between stakeholder groups
create ripple impacts for the student communities, and we cannot reduce these impacts to one
actor and one stakeholder group, but rather the greater system as it functions holistically.
Physical Location
Ellensburg is approximately 100 miles east of Seattle on the eastern side of the Cascade
Mountain Range, with strongly established cultural and economic networks situated in Kittitas
11

County and the “interior West” (Auslander et al. 2020: 1). Kittitas County is comprised of 2,297
square miles (U.S. Census Bureau 2021). Upper Kittitas County spans large sections of the
Cascade Mountain ranges. At the same time, the lower county valley is comprised of rolling hills
and grasslands that boast the region’s hay industry. The Yakima River is positioned centrally
within the county and the Columbia River borders the eastern county boundary. Understanding
Kittitas County’s position among neighboring counties is pertinent as people travel from both
near and far to access food resources (Kittitas County Health Assessment 2018; U.S. Census
Bureau 2021) (Figure 3).

Figure 3: Map shows Kittitas County Washington with Surrounding Counties (Mapped by Jason
Eklund, Kittitas County Geographic Information Systems Coordinator, as included in Kittitas
County Community Food Assessment 2013)
Relevant Population and Community
Central Washington University’s campus is located on Yakama Nation's ceded territory
(The Yakama Nation 2020). The Yakama people have managed and lived on the lands of Central
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Washington’s plateau and the Columbia River Basin, both of which contain culturally significant
food and water sources, for thousands of years (The Yakama Nation 2020; Montag et al. 2014).
Ellensburg’s current population is estimated to be 21,111 residents. Central Washington
University’s total student population was 12,257 students in Fall 2020, including campuses on
the west side of the state. Enrollment from the previous year shows students of color made up
37% of the study body, specifically with an 18% Latinx student population (CWU 2019; 2020).
Kittitas County has an estimated population size of 47,935 people (U.S. Census Bureau 2021).
The 2019 census shows that the Mexicano1 community makes up 9% of the county’s population
(U.S. Census Bureau 2021). Local sources reveal the intricacies of the Mexicano population
where the U.S. Census Bureau cannot. The region relies on the agricultural economy,
predominately supported by the low-income Latino community, with roots in Michoacán,
Jalisco, and Guerrero Mexican states (Auslander et al. 2020).

1

By Mexicano I refer here to the intergenerational diasporas of Mexican descent, including but not limited
to ethnic categories like Mexican, Mexican-American, Latino/a/x, Chicano/a/x and/or Hispanic.
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Figure 4: Central Washington University Campus as seen on the CWU Sustainability Map, with
APOYO manually labeled with a red pin.
Local Food Access and Assistance
APOYO Food Bank is located on the northeast quadrant of Central Washington
University’s college campus in Ellensburg, Washington near McElroy Park and the CWU
Challenge Course (Figure 4). There are also four total supermarkets in the area (three in
Ellensburg and one in Cle Elum) (Figure 5). Rural residents might have difficulty accessing
these available food outlets due to distance and transportation. (Kittitas County Community
Health Assessment 2018). The federally funded USDA Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program, called Basic Food in Washington state, is a food assistance program that helps
qualifying low-income candidates source food through a monthly stipend. fifteen percent of
Kittitas County’s population uses these services (Washington State Department of Social and
Health Services 2021). Kittitas County has one food bank (FISH Food Bank in Ellensburg) and
six food pantries: (1) The PUSH Wildcat Pantry and (2) APOYO on CWU’s campus, (3) FISH
food pantry in Ellensburg, (4) Easton Community Food Pantry in Easton, (5) Kittitas
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Neighborhood Pantry in Kittitas, and (6) HopeSource in Cle Elum (Food Access Coalition’s
Food 4 You Resource Guide 2019) (Figure 5). Based on Kittitas County’s Public Health
Assessment (2018), around 23% of people live under the poverty level, which for a family of two
equates to less than $14,580 per year and $22,056 per year for a four-person household. This is
not sustainable for families (USDA 2021) based on state statistics. County Health Rankings and
Roadmaps (2018) measures the food environment based on a worst to best scale from 0 – 10,
with worst representing both the percentage of the low-income population without close distance
to a grocery store and the percentage of people who did not have access to reliable food sources
during the year prior. In 2017, Kittitas County’s score Food Environment Index score was 5.2,
leaving room for improvement (Food Access Research Atlas 2021). Due to distance and
transportation, rural Kittitas County has an estimated 7,391 food-insecure residents who do not
know where or when their next meal will be (Food Lifeline 2021). However, this does not
recognize the number of food-insecure college students, and research shows minimal data on
food insecurity among college students (Henry 2017). The research reporting on food insecurity
on college campuses specifically estimates between 14 – 59% of students being food insecure
during their time as a student but the national number of food insecure students remains unclear
(Goldrick‐Rab et al. 2017; Twill et al. 2016).
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Figure 5: Ellensburg Food Resources Map sourced from Kittitas County Community Food
Assessment (2013), overview of grocery stores and food access points.
The number of studies and an increasing number of food pantry efforts on or near college
campuses, like CWU’s own PUSH pantry system, shows community understanding that student
food insecurity is a known issue (Henry 2017). The following methods and techniques will be
used to discover the successes and challenges of each organization’s food security efforts.
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CHAPTER II
LITERATURE REVIEW
This chapter provides the social, historical, and cultural context for issues of food
insecurity and how they seat deeply in larger systemic issues. It also tackles how basic food
access needs are addressed at a federal and state level and, finally, how college institutions
function within the current economic system of capitalism and neoliberalism. In terms of
responding to research objectives, this chapter acknowledges (to achieve Objective 1), the pillars
and subfactors of food insecurity at global, national, and local levels (Aborisade and Bach 2014;
Henry 2017; Jiao et al. 2012). To achieve Objective 2, the text relies on literature on food justice
and democracy-based food systems approaches—to contextualize social factors like economics,
agency, power, and privilege of vulnerable and marginalized communities (Allen 2010; Cadieux
et al. 2015). Similarly, the theoretical paradigms at play on both global and local levels as seen in
the juxtaposition of the industrial and local food web (Shiva 2016) and the “feed the world”
paradigm (Cadieux et al. 2015) can inform CWU and their food access partners’ efforts to
increase food security for student communities can support both Objective 2 & 4. Utilizing
ethnographic methods framed in Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice (Bourdieu 1977) allows me to
develop a heuristic device that allows us to better perceive food related issues across scales but
particularly to address the local context of this research situated at CWU (in support of Objective
3 & 4).

The Pillars and Subfactors of Food Insecurity
The most widely accepted definition of food security from the World Food Summit held
in 1996 states:
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“Food security [is] a situation that exists when all people, at all times, have physical,
social and economic access to sufficient, safe and nutritious food that meets their dietary
needs and food preferences for an active and healthy life” (World Food Summit, 1996).
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) measures food insecurity by categorizing
household food access into four main levels where high food security equates to food access
without struggle or barrier, marginal food security implies some struggle to access without food
intake being impacted, and low and very low food security means an impactful reduction in food
intake with little to no agency in what is being consumed. Food insecurity is met when
household experiences are categorized in the low to very low food security categories (USDA,
2016). The USDA takes into consideration key characteristics of nutritional food when defining
and measuring food insecurity and stresses that food insecurity is focused on financial resources
for households to procure food (USDA, 2016). Many studies define food insecurity as a complex
phenomenon based on four essential components: availability, access, utilization, and stability
(Barrett 2010; Coates 2013; Kannan et al. 2000; Pinstrup-Andersen 2009; Figure 7). Though
these components combined contribute to food security, the presence of one (for example, food
availability) does not constitute the presence of another (for example, food access) (Barrett,
2010; Pinstrup-Andersen, 2009). Food availability must be in concert with food access.
Subfactors like poverty or intermittent income, employment, stable housing, food prices, and
extenuating health emergencies also contribute to food insecurity (Aborisade & Bach 2014,
Coleman-Jensen et al. 2019, USDA) (Figure 6).
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Figure 6: The Pillars of Food Security with Correlating Subfactors (Aborisade and Bach 2014).
Though there have been county food and health assessments (Kittitas County Health
Assessment 2018 and Kittitas County Community Food Assessment 2013), recent academic
research on food security in Washington State has only been addressed in Seattle-King County
regarding transportation, a key factor in access to food (Jiao et al., 2012). In the context of
transportation, important considerations to food access also include trip duration, transportation
type, and food prices that make the trip economically worth it (Jiao et al, 2012). According to
household production theory (Becker 1965), the costs of consuming food are complex. By taking
types of expenditures into account, the total consumption price includes both direct and indirect
expenses such as having the time and energy to access food resources (National Research
Council 2013). These money and time expenditures and other barriers already noted mean foodinsecure people enlist the help of food aid programs and organizations.
Additional access factors arise when natural disasters or extenuating circumstances occur.
Béné (2020) notes that local food systems and food security issues were exacerbated amidst the
peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, through government lockdowns which restricted people’s
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access to food and the disruption of the food system which affected people’s financial capacity to
afford food. In the peak of the pandemic, people were relying heavily on food access and hunger
relief organizations (Devereux, et al. 2020; Otten et al. 2021) and much research remains to
articulate the effects of such a challenging period.

Food Insecurity in Higher Education
The financial stress of the pandemic impacted higher education institutions and their
relation to food access organizations. CWU was not the exemption. After decades of providing a
space to operate within the CWU campus, in 2020, CWU administration planned to stop
providing space to APOYO food bank (Gaudino 2020; Wickstrom 2020)—even though
uprooting this organization off-campus during the pandemic would have negatively affected the
vulnerable student populations and marginalized families (Gaudino 2020; Wickstrom 2020).
APOYO pushed for and received a two-year extension for time to transition to a more financially
stable organization and relocate their food security efforts.
College students have been considered a vulnerable population even prior to COVID-19
and food insecurity among students has been acknowledged as a prevalent issue (CLASP 2015;
Henry 2017; Nellum 2015). Researchers have identified a variety of factors that influence
college-student food insecurity, including affordability of college tuition, housing, groceries, and
transportation, as well as the time and energy required to be a successful student while balancing
part- or full-time responsibilities outside of school (Goldrick-Rab 2016; CLASP 2015; Hughes et
al. 2011; Nellum 2015; Henry 2017). Henry (2017), a leading student food-insecurity researcher,
recommends that future research includes focusing on local solutions to food insecurity issues
related to college students because of the limited data and inconsistent number of food-insecure
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students. These localized solutions could then be utilized at higher leadership levels to inform
policy decisions (Cady 2014).

Food Access Addressed at a Federal/State level
Addressing food insecurity through law and policy is a complex task because food policy
actors span across governmental branches and throughout federal, state, and local levels. Many
food laws tangentially apply to food insecurity but not directly, with around twenty federal
departments and agencies impacting our food system (Foodprint 2019). The most pivotal player
addressing food insecurity policy exists at a national level under the USDA executive
department, which, in addition to food, oversees laws about farming, forestry, and rural
economic development (Foodprint 2019; Nestle 2019). The USDA expresses a key goal of
“increasing access to food, a healthful diet, and nutrition education for low-income Americans”
(USDA 2022). USDA nutrition assistance programs include the Supplemental Nutrition
Assistance Program (SNAP) a form of governmental monthly financial support in the form of an
electronic benefits card (EBT) for food insecure individuals and families. EBT funds can be used
to purchase basic food items at grocery stores, supermarkets, and sometimes farmer’s markets.
SNAP benefits, often referred to as food stamps, cannot be used for prepared hot foods,
household supplies, vitamins, medicines, alcohol, or cigarettes (USDA Food and Nutrition
Service 2021).
Another important actor addressed at a federal level is the Food and Nutrition Service
(FNS), the administering body of fifteen federal nutrition assistance programs, including SNAP
(USDA Food and Nutrition Service 2021). State and local administrators play an essential role in
aiding food insecure populations, partially because the only legislative vehicle to address food
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insecurity is the Farm Bill. However, this bill’s primary purpose is to buoy the agricultural
industry with the predominant funding being appropriated to the Commodities title that supports
large-scale production of non-perishable staples (Nestle 2019). After being voted on by both the
House and Senate Agriculture committees, the Farm Bill’s recent iteration was signed into law
during President Trump’s term on December 20, 2018 (USDA National Sustainable Agriculture
Coalition 2021), and is formally named The Agriculture Improvement Act of 2018, H.R.2 115th Congress (2017-2018). This omnibus bill encompasses a collection of legislation affecting
food and farming and impacts American families who struggle to access food. The 2018 Farm
Bill includes many legislative initiatives housed in the USDA. This bill primarily addresses
policy in the agricultural sector but also addresses food assistance through SNAP. The estimated
financial cost allocated to this most recent Farm Bill is $428.3 billion spanning over twelve titles.
Priority top-funded programs in order of allocation are Title I: Commodity Programs, Title XI:
Crop Insurance Subsidies, Title II: Conservation Programs, and Title IV Nutrition (National
Sustainable Agriculture Coalition, H.R.2 - 115th Congress (2017-2018)). Under Title IV:
Nutrition, SNAP, and several smaller food assistance programs for low-income Americans
account for 76% of the overall Farm Bill budget. SNAP provides financial support for
individuals and families in grocery stores and participating farmers' markets. The federal
legislation is enacted and operationalized by state and local key players.
The USDA annually reconciles payment errors, state and nationally, based on state
reports. A sentinel study in Washington state shows recipients of SNAP declined slightly in
favor of an increase in meals from local food actors, like food banks and pantries, during the
Covid-19 pandemic (Otten et al. 2021). Monitoring food-insecurity status at a household level
could be done more effectively for food-insecure individuals by state and local administrators,
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which would help to understand for what federal funds they are eligible (Otten et al. 2021).
Though the Farm Bill supports SNAP through its Nutrition title, low-income, food-insecure
households that benefit from SNAP still struggle with the affordability of food (McGuire et al
2013).
While SNAP does assist millions of food-insecure American households, the current
SNAP benefit allotment is based on an antiquated model, that does not consider the rapid rate of
inflation affecting not only the cost of food but also the time and energy expenditures of
preparing food and accessing the grocery store (McGuire et al 2013). Even though the right to
food is internationally recognized as a foundational human right, national and state welfare
sectors do not prioritize the rights of the people to define and shape the food system (Rae et al.
2007). When considering local food systems, we must consider whose rights are being
considered in food system reform (Anderson 2008).

Food Bank and Food Access Non-Profit Models
Current food bank non-profits do not engage in ongoing assessments that gauge how best
to synchronize the mission and ethical roadmap of the organization with the cultural practices
upheld within the organizational day-to-day work (Campbell 2013). Davis et al. (2014) described
the common food bank model as a privately owned, non-profit organization. Food banks serve as
storehouses for thousands of pounds of food and other products that address community
members’ needs. They have a complicated set of logistical actions necessary for food delivery,
drop off, and pick-up to and from food pantry locations, which function as the arms that reach
out to that community directly. The low-quality or expired food items in food banks and food
pantries contributes to the stigma that food assistance means consuming food that grocery stores
could not sell and wealthier community members do not care to eat (Tarasuk & Eakin 2005).
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Factors, such as lack of control over food donations, often result in the lack of culturally relevant
food essential to human identity (Fischler 1988). Food aid organizations have received a critical
review in the literature on the basis that food banks and other food initiatives considered
charitable operations are too heavily relied upon as the first line of defense against food
insecurity in lieu of well-funded welfare and social protection programs (Dowler 2003; Riches
2002; De Schutter 2012; Poppendieck 1999, 2014; Daponte & Bade 2006). Though current
debates call for re-imagining and reforming food systems, food-aid services are needed as a
direct, immediate response for food insecure people (Anderson 2008). One million Washington
residents have repeatedly visited and benefited from food bank services in 2020 (Northwest
Harvest 2020). LeBlanc et al. (2014) note that nonprofits have historically contributed to
emergent food systems models specifically due to their creation of connections between those in
need of food and those that work in the food and resource management sectors. Bacon and Baker
(2017) address the assumption that people who frequent food banks and pantries can access these
resources because they, at varying times, have the capacity. Many people without the capacity
might still need resources but are met with barriers to accessing them.

Anthropological Theory, Framework, and Methods
The issue of food insecurity can be regarded on a compounding scale as both a natural
resource issue and a social justice issue (Wutich et al. 2014). Food is framed in a variety of ways.
In theory, food can be considered a common-pool resource characterized as resources where no
one is excluded or barred from access (Ostrom 2002). Figure 7 depicts six dimensions of food
relevant to humans, juxtaposing food as a common-pool resource, based on the work of Elinor
Ostrom (Ostrom 2002) versus food as a commodity, as we see in our dominant food system

24

culture. Anthropologists are uniquely situated to assist in the creation of innovative methods that
research and acknowledge how these issues operate and affect people’s lives on a local level.

Figure 7: Dimensions of Food (Vivero-Pol 2017)
Khanna (2009) believes that the field of anthropology can contribute a variety of
methodological and theoretical studies that could better inform the design, implementation, and
evaluation process of hunger-relief programs. Ethnographic case studies focusing on local food
crisis expressions have been used to mirror how global factors and food-security factors
interconnect (Himmelgreen and Romero-Daza 2009). Perceptions of stigma and shame play a
prominent role in shaping narratives of food banks and affect people’s actions, either expressed
as direct experiences when visiting food banks or as a lack of understanding, by keeping people
from accessing the food they need (Garthwaite 2016; Middleton 2018). Food pantries can also
contribute to stigma and harm by promoting neoliberal and individualistic narratives
emphasizing food-bank client reform through dedication and sweat equity (De Souza 2019).
Henry (2017) offers that ethnographic, exploratory studies on food security can best measure
perception through conducting semi-structured interviews and focus groups.
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Bourdieu’s (1997) Theory of Practice framework situates the concept of cultural capital
(knowing the correct cultural codes to be accepted by the people who inhabit those fields),
economic capital (wealth), and social capital as integral to understanding a person’s positionality
and ability to move around and interact in the world (related to Bourdieu’s (1986) concept of
habitus). Bourdieu’s (1977) Theory of Practice (capital * habitus + field = practice) can be seen
as a heuristic model, a lens through which to make sense of the world. It is a way to bridge
reality with theory.
In a university setting, Bourdieu’s’ concepts on capital, fields, and habitus can be seen
playing out through the relationships with interdepartmental entities and affiliates of CWU as
well as through CWU’s institutional partnerships with food access organizations APOYO and
FISH. Realizing the concept of habitus in this context is beyond the scope of this research. To
that end, this work focuses on understanding and applying the concepts of capital and field. By
understanding these fields of action and the resources they have at their disposal in the form of
various types of capital in possession, researchers can analyze the power dynamics that dictate
how these relationships express themselves. A concise way to understanding these relationships
is by perceiving fields of action as stages, situated in a particular cultural context in which the
people that make up these fields perform certain roles and enact certain performances (Goffman
2021). Bourdieu understands the field as applied spaces in which certain cultural norms are
established by identifying with a mission and related values affiliated with that mission. In these
fields or cultural contexts, there are established ways and patterns of behavior that one must
perform to be in good standing. Fields can encompass sub fields, in which other fields with their
own cultural contexts are situated. In addition to the people situated in these fields, fields
themselves can express a narrative and experience a lack of capacity or strength in ability based
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on the various forms of capital a field can produce. Bourdieu’s concept of capital can be broken
down into the types of resources a person or field has at their disposal at any given time.
Economic capital can be expressed in the monetary and financial resources available. Social
capital can be expressed in the type of human networks an individual or field has the capacity to
build. Cultural capital can be expressed in the experiences of an individual or field of action that
accumulate into a larger body of knowledge of the ability to navigate social relationships,
organizational relationships, or cultural contexts and their affiliated structures and processes.
Symbolic capital can be reflected in the ability to translate various types of capital into the
capability of being able to enter a field of action and be readily accepted. Over time, this can take
form of prestige.
Applying this version of theory of practice will illustrate the relationships between
different fields of action pertaining to how food circulates within CWU, the various stakeholder
entities involved in the food access initiatives and the performances they play to put into
practice, and the production of value of food leveraged as different capital lenses (symbolic,
economic, cultural, social). This anthropological framework will shed light onto how CWU
conceives of and documents food insecurity in student communities and how they achieve their
mission of student success by effectively partnering with food-access organizations that also
conceive of and document food insecurity in student communities. My analysis will use this
theoretical lens to analyze my ethnographic data and provide insights on how various forms of
capital inform the success or limitations of each field of action.
In closing this chapter, though the right to food is internationally recognized as a
foundational human right, national and state welfare sectors can still do more to prioritize the
rights of the people to define and shape the food system (Rae et al. 2007). By applying an
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anthropological perspective built on ethnographic methods, researchers can reshape the existing
narratives to: (1) better inform community leaders to create more efficient, effective, and humanpolicy interventions and (2) apply their skill sets to advocate for and with community members
to create resilient and collaborative community food systems. Food insecurity, particularly
regarding food access, is a fundamental concern in higher education. CWU and the relationship
with local food access organizations (APOYO and FISH) constitutes an ideal case study to
analyze food access issues in Central Washington and on a college campus. While CWU
confronts food access issues for vulnerable student populations in central Washington, the
specific breakdown of who benefits from these services is unknown.
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CHAPTER III
METHODS
The research design for this project was divided into two stages. The first is exploratory
in nature and the second is dedicated to triangulate information (Bernard 2017). During the first
stage of research I: (1) conducted an exhaustive literature review of relevant materials, including
academic journals, newspapers, historical archives, and online materials, and (2) formulated
research methodology beginning with the Human Subjects, IRB process approval of Study 2021069-ONC (HSRC), (3) initiated contact with research participants and institutions. During the
second stage, I conducted in-depth interviews and data analysis. Emerging information was
triangulated across all sources including cross-referencing media and informant data, and results
were used to create an institutional analysis and report presented in this master’s thesis (Table 2).

Table 2: The Research Timeline with Research Model Stages, informed by Bernard (2017).
Addressing the research problem and objectives required the following broad steps: (1)
Initial background research (Objectives 1 & 2), (2) Conduct interviews and participatory
observation research (Objective 3), and (3) Analysis and Disseminate (Objective 3 & 4).To
support Objective 1: Assess current knowledge on student-food security and food access nonprofit models, I conducted a thorough literature review to assess food security pillars (Aborisade
& Bach 2014; Barrett, 2001; Pinstrup-Andersen, 2009). The literature review also included the
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identification of sustainable and resilient non-profit food bank and college-campus pantry
models (Aldaco, et al. 2020; Béné 2020, Goldrick-Rab 2020).
To achieve Objective 2: Examine the historical and cultural context of CWU and
partnerships with food access organizations. I worked with the Human Subjects Review Council
to secure approval to do work with human populations and conducted interviews with APOYO,
FISH, and relevant CWU program managers and community members using, respondent-driven
and purposive sampling as laid out in Bernard (2017) and unstructured and semi-structured
interviews utilizing Spradley’s (1979) descriptive questions with APOYO community members,
board of directors, and clients. Participatory observation fieldwork, U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics resources, and research on the history of agriculture in Kittitas and neighboring
counties provided context to situate the current work of CWU and its partners. (WA State
Employment Security Department, Census of Agriculture). I defined subject matter experts as
people who create and influence programs and services. Using the above as my guiding criteria, I
worked with food-access program managers (as actors), to not only understand their role and
responsibility in relationship to these programs, but also how they perceive student need and
their work. To define actors and their fields of action, I considered in data collection to main
issues: What systems of support do they have? what resources do they have? What varying
degree of power and influence do they have in their roles and responsibilities in contributing to
food access initiatives? This understanding of perception, performance, functionality, and
positionality created a baseline of how actors navigate their world (Goffman 2021).
To achieve Objective 3: Develop a conceptual framework (see Data Analysis Chapter)
that encompasses key stakeholders (program managers) and their associated fields (cultural
contexts) as they relate to each other in terms of how food is circulated to students, I first
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transcribed Program Manager semi-structured interviews and I identified emerging patters and
themes and applied codes to data and performed a field and thematic analysis (Bernard 2017).
Performing a relationship analysis was then necessary to document how key actors understand
their perception and interpretation of organizational mission, values, and actions and their
relationship to one another (Bernard 2017).
To achieve the final Objective 4: Share key insights on food insecurity on CWU’s
campus based on culmination of results. of proposing collaboration strategies for key
stakeholders invested in food security for student populations, I discussed patterns and themes
derived from data analysis that addresses local food access issues and propose future
organizational collaboration strategies and pathways to combat food insecurity in Ellensburg.
Based on data analysis and literature review, I highlight suggestions on proposed pathways that
could lead to organizational resilience (Aldaco, et al. 2020; Béné 2020). Refer to Figure 8 to see
Objectives reflected in the visual research design (Figure 8).

Figure 8: Research Design and Objectives
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Recruitment
My research involved an ethnographic assessment of Central Washington University,
approved by the Human Subjects Review Council: Study 2021-069-ONC (HSRC). Because I
was working with vulnerable populations, I worked with the HSRC to solidify my COVID-19
procedures and protocols and confirmed that my data recruitment and collection methods were
ethically sound. My research process was based on the steps detailed in Spradley’s (1979)
developmental research sequence and research design and influenced by data collection and data
analysis recommendations per Bernard (2017).
Sample criteria consisted of people affecting food access on campus, which I define as
Program Managers, that is, those involved with decision-making power and program input
pertaining to food-related programs and services at CWU. Due to the nature of assessing food
security efforts as put in place by organizations, I was limited to a purposive sample of staff and
leadership of FISH, APOYO, and relevant institutional representatives from CWU (n = 17). As
laid out in Bernard (2017), purposive sampling and snowball sampling techniques allowed me to
define my purposive sample criteria of working with initial program managers I identified as
knowledgeable of the internal organizational structures and functions of the programming in
question, and based on their recommendations, reach out to potential program managers about
participating in the research.
Additional sample criteria included selecting adult informants that were 18 years old and
older, staff and volunteers in public roles. I contacted potential informants and oriented them to
the nature of my research via email letter to recruit them into participating in an interview. I also
relied on snowball sampling to recruit informants (Bernard 2017). Recruitment occurred between
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June and July 2021. First semi-structured interviews were conducted in July 2021 and follow-up
interviews were collected on an ongoing basis between August 2021 and February 2022. Data
collection also involved informal, participant observation interviews (n = 20) taking place during
fieldwork, interacting with students and organizational volunteers at CWU and APOYO
throughout the day’s activities. These interactions were treated as data due to their relationship
with the food initiatives or organizations about the research.

Data Collection
Throughout the data collection process, 17 semi-structured interviews were conducted
with research participants beginning mid-May 2021 through early Spring 2022. Following CWU
COVID-19 protocols, interviews were conducted in person when possible. However, video
conferencing meetings were also utilized. All interviews ranged from 30 min. to an hour long
and were recorded after interviewing protocol was reviewed and interview participants gave
verbal consent. Recorded interviews were subsequently transcribed.
Semi-structured interviewing techniques consisted of open-ended questions to gauge folk
terms and salient themes (Bernard 2017; Spradley 1979). Structural, descriptive, and contrast
questions focused on: (1) how they became connected with the organization, (2) how long they
have been involved, (3) their primary job responsibilities and role, and (4) what their goals are
while they are affiliated with the organization at an individual, organizational, and community
level, and (5) gauge their perception of food insecurity on CWU’s campus and surrounding
communities (Spradley 1979). When deemed appropriate, follow-up interviews with tailored
questions based on individual expertise and organizational themes were also conducted (See
Appendix A: Semi-structured Interview Guide and Verbal Consent Form.) Privacy and
anonymity were emphasized throughout the data recruitment and collection phase. Participatory
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observation fieldwork on the CWU campus and partner organization locations were used to
triangulate my data to inform my analysis.

Data Analysis
The data were analyzed in three distinct phases (Figure 9). Recordings (18 hr. 45 min. of
recorded data) were transcribed and coded to protect the identities of all informants. Transcripts,
all field observations from 200 hours of fieldwork, and related data were input into NVivo, a
qualitative data analysis software program (QSR International.1999-2022. Release 1.6.1.
NVivo). During transcription, I performed a preliminary thematic analysis (Bernard 2017) to
support the goal of documenting and analyzing the local food system on CWU’s campus and the
food access programs and services that address student food insecurity on campus. A coding
schema was then developed and applied for reanalysis consisting of selective code searches,
gestalt versus line-by-line analysis, negative case analysis, and narrative shape (Bernard 2017) to
create a relationship framework conceptual map and inform key insights shared in the final
analysis chapter. I analyzed my data for relevant patterns and themes related to experiences in
communicating, partnering, and action on addressing campus food access issues through the
available food access programs and services for CWU student communities. Personal researcher
journal entries entitled “fieldnotes” were also considered data to situate the researcher to
potential bias better and establish researcher positionality (Bernard 2017; Spradley 1979). Data
was coded for themes using ethnographic methods per Spradley (1979) and Bernard (2017).
Reoccurring informant interviews were conducted to confirm initial ethnographic hypotheses.
Organizations of CWU, APOYO, and FISH will be identified by name and fields will correlate
to specific CWU entities: CWU ADMIN, DINING, FARM, APOYO, FISH, PUSH. Direct
quotes will be given out of the interview context and will be used bring research findings to life.
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Key informant quotes will be accompanied by the interview date, but I will not attribute data to
name, role, or title to protect the privacy and anonymity of research participants.

Figure 9: Phases of Data Analysis

Research Limitations and Considerations
The main challenge I experienced while carrying forward this master thesis work was the
unpredictability of COVID-19 and its impacts on higher universities and the student body. It was
therefore extremely important to work with the IRB Human Subjects Review Council at CWU to
ensure my fieldwork would be conducted as ethically and safely as possible. In this context, I
allowed research participants the opportunity to meet online or in spaces that felt more
comfortable to them. I had initially conceived the scope of this research to involve students to
understand their perceptions of student food insecurity and how students experience food access
issues while affiliated with CWU but upon consideration of several logistical, practical, and
conceptual challenges, I realized students’ perspectives fall outside the scope and capacity of this
research (again, in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic). In response, I pivoted to work
instead with faculty, staff, volunteers, and board members to observe and understand how their
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programs and services shifted or changed over the course of students not being on-campus, to
being on campus part-time with social distancing and mask mandates, to the transition of being
back full time on an open campus.
Being a pilot study, this research design is an initial trial of methods to collect valuable
ethnographic data to complement the existing pockets of data that CWU has already conducted.
As a master’s thesis affiliated with the Cultural and Environmental Resource Management
program, this time constrained research reflects on the current, situational, circumstances that
took place over Fall 2020 - Spring 2022. In this two-year time span the organizations involved
are ever shifting, and dynamic in growth and transformation. Due to the COVID-19 pandemic
and the limited timeframe in which to conduct this research, I was able to collect 17
informational interviews, but there were many more people who could meet my sample criteria
of project managers that were unable to participate due to lack of capacity, time constraints, or
due to the chosen purposive, snowball sampling methods. Also unfortunate, was the time of
transition of presidential leadership that halted the possibility to collect the perceptions of the
Board of Trustees. Broadly, this research is a conversation around the role a university can play
in the broader community. Though the Ellensburg community has several food programs
external to the college campus, my research looks explicitly at CWU’s contributions to
combating food access issues in the student community. This research identifies food security
resources on a college campus in a rural area, and campus programs involve a diverse set of key
stakeholders, including organizational partnerships external to campus cultural fields. This
expanded the initial scope and evolved throughout the data collection stages of my research. The
involvement of multiple organizations and multiple stakeholder voices adds complexity to an
already nuanced research context. I loosely followed participatory action research frameworks
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(Payne 2017) to better situate the researcher and “participants” as co-creators of one body of
knowledge. This participatory framework enabled me to identify strategies and techniques that
work first for the organizations themselves, as well as cross-collaborative communication and
initiative development processes. Initially, this strategy was put in place to account for the time
and context-dependent nature of this research. More time-sensitive interviews could have better
captured both institutional and organizational changes as they were occurring and with the food
access program and services involved.
Importantly, specific research findings can only speak to the qualitative “program
manager” accounts, my own positionality as a graduate student, and from the data derived from
participant observation. A fundamental element consisting of the student perspective and how
student communities relate to and/or benefit from the food access programs and services is
missing—and I sincerely hope future CERM students can built on this missing dimension. The
much-needed student perspective can be better captured and collected in future CWU efforts to
understand their student body and the lived experiences that students have related to food access
and basic resource needs.
The nature of this research seeks an in-depth understanding of how higher education
responds to student need. It is difficult for one researcher to fully encompass the scope and depth
required to do justice to these extremely important issues. In this context, with more time and
dedicated resources like funding this research could be further pursued in a more dedicated,
methodological way that more passionate team members could be a part of. In its fullest, most
realized form this research would be an ongoing CWU effort integrated into the sustainability
initiatives that with the financial backing required to perform this work. Despite the time, energy,
and funding constraints and the issues posed by COVID-19, there is still valuable insights and
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understanding of the complex campus food system and food access initiatives that this research
can contribute to the conversation of student food insecurity and higher education.
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CHAPTER IV
DATA ANALYSIS
My methodological design is rooted in the theoretical objective of revealing the structures
of a certain phenomenon to better understand how reality can be constructed both by humans and
independently from human experience. The research is also inspired in theories of symbolic
interactionism and Bourdieu's Theory of Practice (Bourdieu 1997; Tarasuk and Eakin 2005;
Turner 1975). My data analysis process focused on (tentatively) answering how food insecurity
is conceived and addressed at Central Washington University. Practically, this involved
identifying and documenting institutional and individual actors, the role they play, their field of
action, and analyzing how food circulating on campus reaches student communities. CWU’s oncampus food-related programs and initiatives exist in a more extensive social ecosystem that is
outside of my research scope and logistical possibilities.
The core of my data is in the form of ethnographic interviews. I collected 17 semistructured interviews with food program managers, defined as subject base experts with varying
degrees of influence and power to create, coordinate, and manage food access programs and
services within their organization. My triangulation methods include participatory observation on
campus and at partner food banks. This chapter examines the perception of food insecurity by
these on-campus and off-campus partners and their collaborative food security efforts.
In Phase I, I transcribed my 17 informant interviews and my field notes using NVivo to
form an initial understanding of the multiple fields of action as they relate to specific actors and
their theory of practice. During the transcription of program manager interviews, I identified
vignettes and direct quotes to better highlight and illustrate my field analysis. After data was
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inputted, I coded for structure, function, food access, values, historical/social context, and
affiliated food access programs respective to each field and performed a thematic analysis. This
informed my initial field analysis in which I associated individual informants with their
organizational entity and identified informant perceptions of student food insecurity and their
responsibilities affiliated within a given field of action.

This narrative analysis helps frame the circulation of food and to correlate direct action with
how each stakeholder group perceives their role in fighting food insecurity in their communities.
Data derived from thematic and narrative analyses were triangulated across participatory
observation field work expressed below under the subsection Phase I. Social Organization (Who
are the Actors and what do they do). The following narratives were established:

1.) The Wildcat Neighborhood Farm (Food Access)
2.) Dining Services (Nourishment and Sustenance)
3.) PUSH & The Wildcat Pantry (Student-Driven, Student-Oriented)
4.) APOYO Food Pantry (Community Responsiveness)
5.) FISH Food Bank (Community Service)
6.) CWU (University Responsibility)

In Phase II. Relationships, I distinguished fields of action, the key food access
stakeholder groups and defined their relationship with one another in the greater socio-ecological
student food access initiative landscape. This phase focused on communicating the data in terms
of: How do Fields relate to one another in terms of food circulation? Phase II is where the
conceptual framework is established with CWU positioned at the core of this socio-political
system where the data shows how fields of action justify their narratives and relationships as it
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relates to the governing mission of Central Washington University administration driven by
economic efficiency.
Salient patterns identified during thematic analysis were in relation to structure, function,
food access, and core mission and values. During the sections below, I share my research
findings and include vignettes and key quotes that best represent the salient patterns and themes
identified across narratives and interview data sets. The culminating results of Phase I and Phase
II are depicted visually in the conceptual framework mapped below (Figure 10) depicting the
data analysis results that encompass both the Social Organization reflected in the narratives
labeled in parenthesis to address how the keywords represent the narrative of that relationship,
and self-ascribed responsibility of their narrative of “who we are, this is what we do” and the
Relationships (How the entities or “fields” relate to one another in terms of food circulation)
which shows how food circulates between actors and how the relationships are framed and
justified based on the narratives. By utilizing this conceptual map, I display how food is moved
and labeled in certain ways that leads to constructing food in very different ways. The directional
arrows are associated with the circulation of food as these narratives take shape. This socioecological framework is based on current research models that assist researchers and
practitioners in evaluating and analyzing the sustainability of a particular system (Ostrom 2009).
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Figure 10: Socio-ecological Framework of CWU's Student Food Access Initiatives (Ostrom
2009).

Phase I. Social Organization
Based on my semi-structured interview data and participatory observation fieldwork, this
field analysis identifies key actors (informants/program managers), their respective entities, and
accompanying structure and function. This first section documents how involved CWU branches
and related partner organizations are attempting to respond to the perceived needs of students.
Who are the Actors and What do They Do?
1.) Wildcat Neighborhood Farm and the Narrative of Food Access
Located off Alder Street south of the Alder Recreation complex, The Wildcat
Neighborhood Farm is a division of Central Washington University’s Auxiliary Enterprises.
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Funded by dining and donation, the farm exists to grow food for dining. Orders and planning
come from dining and the farm provides. The farm also shares what is available for dining based
on dynamic and changing farm food sources. Dining actively pursues student feedback to assess
their food preferences. Dining also sends food waste to the farm. Facilities manage surrounding
space and help with maintenance, irrigation, and lawn mowing. The farm is delineated between
the main production areas, with two large production fields and three greenhouses providing
Dining with produce. The Food Forest serves as an educational resource where students can take
on sustainability-related projects. CWU’s Community Garden, a separate initiative spatially
situated on The Wildcat Neighborhood Farm, is funded through student fees, and focuses on
community partnerships and developing resources and space for students, faculty, and staff to
grow their food as space allows. The Community Garden hosts individual plots, either in the
ground or raised beds, for individuals, groups, or families to grow for themselves or for their
communities and is open as a resource for APOYO food pantry and FISH bank to utilize.
“When you look at the context of the stability of the food system as it operates where
[food is] just being trucked from thousands of miles away and that's your source —- it is
it has to go on a major roadway to get to you---the stability of that is fairly low in
response to things like pandemics or natural disasters or major accidents which isn't to
say that like people should think like doomsday--but having local locally grown produce
is sort of reliable and stable way to acquire food it's just not the most cost-effective with
the way that it's all laid out and so having the farm on campus and having it be something
that is a funded project prioritizes that sort of local food access point” (Program Manager
Interview, July 1st, 2021)
To fight food insecurity in their communities, Wildcat Neighborhood Farm orients its
purpose and mission around creating an effective and localized food system with attention to
food access on campus. By partnering with Dining Services, the farm can market and sell locally
grown produce in a reliable and stable manner and be an essential local food access point on
campus. The Community Garden offers an opportunity for people to grow their food with
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individual autonomy over what is being grown and consumed. While situated on-campus, the
Wildcat Neighborhood Farm’s Community Garden plots are not limited to the students, faculty,
and staff, which it primarily supports. Community members local to the Ellensburg area can
access this on-campus service. Having these resources available to the public was an intentional
decision to support the Ellensburg community and demonstrate institutional support. During the
summer months, when harvest and produce are at their peak and student populations on-campus
are sparse, the Wildcat Farm sends produce to the APOYO food pantry and FISH Food Bank’s
pantry. When students begin arriving back on campus at the start of the Fall quarter, the farm
also sends food to the Wildcat pantry run by PUSH.
The Wildcat Neighborhood Farm and Community Garden are marked with minimal
signage, though by looking at the space and its three greenhouses and raised garden beds, the
area signals a working farm. Though the Community Garden has a section that is open and
accessible for anyone to harvest from, when harvesting hours are and how to gather tutorials is
unclear based on the current signage. Theoretically, this access to community planting space,
seeds, water, and tools adds an element of sovereignty. People who utilize the space practice
agency over their choices on what is produced and how. This is a foundational element to
understanding food justice. Whether or not it is executed in the CWU Community Garden space
is ambiguous, with plenty of room to grow.
To make the Wildcat Neighborhood Farm’s food access initiatives possible, seasonal
student employees are hired to help with the day-to-day functionality of the farm. The farm staff
can submit tickets to the Facilities Management team when more extensive changes or additions
to the farm infrastructure are needed, like erecting a greenhouse or troubleshooting main water
line issues. Under the direction and leadership of the professional staff, the Farm and
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Sustainability manager and Farm Production Lead, student employees make up a small staff that
performs the farm's coordinator and farmhand roles and responsibilities. Daily tasks involve
assisting in maintaining soil fertility and compost piles, seed starting and transplanting, direct
seeding, weed and pest management, harvesting and transporting produce, storing and packing
produce, record keeping, and coordinating student-class connections via events, workshops,
volunteer parties. Farming in any capacity takes focused, year-round dedication; yet, with staff
constantly rotating the success and viability of the farm operation become difficult. It is a
delicate balance to incorporate educational learning while working on the farm. The staffing
structure reflects a desire to integrate students into this model and pay them for their time and
dedication. How can this be done sustainably and where time and energy are allocated
appropriately? Answering that question requires a deeper assessment of the roles and
responsibilities of the Wildcat Farm Staff infrastructure and its relationship with the varying
departments and teams needed to implement strategic visions into reality. Planning events on the
farm require more coordination and connecting with the appropriate administrating body for
permission.
Executing projects and events on the farm is a nebulous endeavor, and it often involves
finding the proper channels of communication to connect with several CWU administrators.
Because running the Wildcat Farm requires cooperation and collaboration, a more efficient,
robust, and dynamic communication plan is required in order to streamline the project and event
planning process. Depending on the nature of the event, approval from several administrating
bodies is necessary. The Wildcat Neighborhood Farm is integral to CWU’s success and growth
in implementing a sustainable and effective food access program. Not only is it a bridge to
college students directly via PUSH pantry and dining services but an opportunity to increase the
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overall impact within the community. Dining Services funds the Wildcat Neighborhood farm.
With the revenue to operate the farm primarily from dinging program, Dining Services has a
vested interest in what is grown.
Researcher Fieldnote Excerpt
It was a windy day, and the CWU Wildcat Farm situated on Central Washington
University’s campus offered no prominent shade or protection from the sun’s rays on a
hot Eastern Washington summer day. I was crouching down in the sandy dirt, surprised
to be weeding out horsetail, equisetum, a plant I associated with wetlands. As I weeded, I
watched the drip irrigation tubes respond to the wind, pushing and rattling anything it
could pick up, and listened to the drumming of the greenhouse tarps against their steel
frames. The manager of the farm had given me corn seeds and a vision for where they
would be planted, and as I prepped the beds and fluffed the dry, barely-there soil, I
marveled at how plants can thrive and grow up to become food in valleys like these.
Next, I stood up and arched my back for a counter stretch to re-awaken stiff muscles and
took a water break while eyeballing my next task: turn the compost pile. Two huge piles,
one green and one brown stood like little mountains at the base of the soft ridge of one of
the three greenhouses that make up Wildcat Neighborhood Farm’s indoor growing
spaces. With my digging fork, I was to mix in a perfect 2:1 ratio: 2 parts- foodstuffs from
the green nitrogenous pile made of wilting greens that did not make the harvest or were
weeded out to make space for other plant roots to breathe and soak up the droplets that
sprung from the drip irrigation tubes, and 1 part-wood chips and shredded cardboard from
the carbon-filled heap. In between each layer, a solid soak was needed between
workloads. With proper maintenance, an active pile filled with micro bacteria and
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decomposers can create a perfect balmy internal environment to assist in breaking down
this mountain and transforming it into beautiful, valuable compost, a nutritious substance
used to fertilize soils, also called “black gold,” an endearing farmer’s term. It was an
energetically depleting task. (July 30th, 2021) (Figure 11).

Figure 11: Fieldwork Photography by Becca Wheaton, image captions read clockwise: 1) The
Wildcat Neighborhood Farm from N Alder Street, Spring 2021, 2) Harvest from APOYO plot at
CWU Community Garden featuring researcher’s daughter, Fall 2021, 3) Beets being weighed
and processed before heading to Dining Services, Fall 2021, and 4) Last Harvest Day for ripe,
juicy melons from CWU Community Garden, Late Fall 2021.
2.) Dining Services and the Narrative of Nourishment and Sustenance
CWU Dining Services are the main providers of food and beverage to the university
community. Their primary focus is to serve student residential meal plan holders, but it
practically extends out to faculty, staff, off-campus commuter students, and upperclassman.
Dining services range from a coffee stand with basic espresso beverages, bottled drinks, and
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grab-and-go goods to full dining operations with multiple concepts. With only one national brand
concept on campus (Panda Express), the remaining food on campus is backed by a full house
grab-and-go production for all locations and a full-service catering department. These operations
extend to the athletic domain including concessions. Dining meal plans for students are required
while living on campus in the residence halls. The meal plan is considered a part of the oncampus living experience and allows the university to ensure that its student body has access to
food to support its student responsibilities.
“Why are you requiring a meal plan? That's to be sure that all of our students that are
living within our residence residential hall system have access to nutritious food to keep
them sustained and able to be active members of the community.” (Program Manager
Interview, Zoom, October 7th, 2021)
Dining Services and its vision to be the key campus stakeholder that supports the diverse
CWU community takes seriously the responsibilities of nourishing the body and mind of the
university community. There are opportunities for students to engage in leadership and
development with the Dining Services team through their student coordinator program. They are
also conscious of how food is prepared and create transparent processes with the goal of
engaging the student body in the meal preparation and home recipe trading.
“We serve food and beverage. That's the basics that we do, but we do so much more than
that. We're not a private sector restaurant on the street that's for-profit ---there's a lot more
connectors on a university campus that require us to do a lot more.” (Program Manager
Interview, Zoom, October 7th, 2021)
Housed in Auxiliary Enterprises along with the Wildcat Neighborhood Farm, CWU
Dining Services is a sustaining self-operated campus entity. Revenue generated by Dining
Services food sales funds the operating costs, expansion, and financial backing of up-to-date,
functional equipment. Without state or government funding and a third-party contractor running
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food services, Dining Services can be more flexible in providing what services they believe are
best for the institution, such as providing quality food at a cost-effective price.
“We do frequent price comparisons with other suppliers, are other restaurants and
whatnot around town ---so we're not way below or way above what they are so you know
we're not pricing people out of being able to eat. (Program Manager Interview, Zoom,
October 7th, 2021)
Running campus food operations requires partnering with external direct food suppliers.
Charlie’s Produce delivers bulk produce on a regular basis, with an emphasis on high-quality and
fresh foods. Other partnerships include U.S. Foods as a broad line distributor, Panda Express for
the one brand concept on campus, and Raised Meats, a fresh meat distributor located in Yakima.
Foods are stored in on-campus refrigerators and an off-campus warehouse including freezer
space, a big dry goods area, and a industrial refrigerator where food is organized and distributed
to campus locations in Dining Service delivery trucks. This process allows the Dining team to
regulate and control the quality of the food by always prioritizing food safety and freshness via
adherence to expiration dates.
“Our biggest concern is food safety-- because we want to make sure that food stays…if
it's hot food stays hot, it's cold we don't [people to] eat a bunch of food and then people
get sick—that's like our worst nightmare… foodborne illnesses is our worst nightmare”
(Program Manager Interview, Zoom, December 3rd, 2021)
To an extent, Dining Services receives fresh, local, and organic produce from the Wildcat
Neighborhood Farm on campus, funding the farm operation with the sales. This aspiration to
source food directly from the campus farm inspired The Fresh Bar, a newer concept that Dining
Services created to connect students directly to sustainably sourced, nutritious food. This organic
connection is inspired by students sharing their desire for more fresh and healthy options
available for purchase on campus. This comes in handy as an option for students who experience
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allergies or have special dietary requirements. Primarily Dining Services’ strategic vision focuses
directly on students, and it relies heavily on student feedback to implement new menu and
concept changes.
“We're here to nourish the bodies and minds of the campus community so the campus
communities are focused on 100%” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October 7th,
2021)
Dining strikes a balance between catering to student needs and ensuring the operation
continues to function and thrive financially as a self-operating entity of the institution. Because
the growing season in Ellensburg is relatively short and the summer quarter is slow, menu
options and on-campus food is limited in nature. Dining may financially rely on on-campus
student meal plans as a primary source of income, but it is also envisioned to be a part of their
food access initiatives due to its convenience in serving the on-campus student resident
population. Dining Services donates food through their Food Recovery Program to the PUSH-led
Wildcat Pantry, the on-campus centralized food pantry located in James E. Brooks Library
(Figure 12).

Figure 12: Fieldwork Photography at The Wildcat Pantry operated by PUSH, Image of Dining
Services Food Recovery Program donation in the Grab and Go Pantry Fridge
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Utilizing the Connection Card, students can quickly and effortlessly grab food on-campus
concepts. For off-campus students (commuter students, upperclassmen, and graduate students),
Wildcat Bucks can be utilized. Wildcat Bucks refers to the refundable money that can be
uploaded to a student Connection Card that will save them 10% on transactions without a sales
tax when purchasing food, espresso, or any market food goods. For those students with access to
transportation, food options are not just limited to on-campus. Price comparisons between onand off-campus food show similar affordability.
3.) PUSH and the Wildcat Pantry and the Narrative of Student-Driven Service.
Presidents United to Solve Hunger (PUSH) is an international initiative signed with
presidential authority initiating their commitment to prioritizing food and nutrition security.
Typically, PUSH chapters are institutionalized based on top-down support from faculty and staff
leadership. However, the CWU chapter joined this initiative with professor guidance in 2015 as a
student-run organization embodying a direct-action team to provide food to the student body.
This student club is funded through donations, club funds, and the CWU General Foundation
Account funds. Through these offerings, the Emergency Dining fund is also considered a part of
the PUSH offerings. Students with leftover balances on their meal plans can donate to the
Emergency Dining fund, which channels those financial resources to students who request access
to additional on-campus food funds.
“Even though they're called the PUSH food pantries, it's presidents united to solve
hunger but we don't actually have presidential support financially….[PUSH in name]
suggests that it's got top-down support when in fact I think it's just a trendy name, that's a
challenge that we have in terms of like OK central says it cares about food and security
but why are the students and staff who also might have their own food insecurity issues
having to stock the shelves because they don't want students showing up and seeing
nothing because an empty shell is almost worse than no shelf at all.” (Program Manager
Interview, Zoom, October 8th, 2021).
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The PUSH pantry services have shifted recently from a decentralized pantry operation to
a centralized food pantry. Their past model required student leadership, staff, and faculty to run
pantries located in multiple locations on CWU’s campus. With a budding operation located in
Brooks Library, PUSH students commit their time and energy to ensure that students, regardless
of need, have access to groceries from the Wildcat Pantry. Their mission is to reduce the stigma
around accessing food pantries, advocating that food is a human right. From the PUSH-run
Wildcat Pantry perspective, the goal is to shed the internalization that you are taking food from
those in need. Accessing the Wildcat Pantry is for everyone. Students who access the pantry
have the choice to provide their student ID number which is solely used for the purpose of
tracking the number of students who are utilizing the services to be able to disseminate the
pantry’s operations to the CWU administrating body to justify its existence. Additionally,
tracking and reporting are focused on the types of foods popularly selected to discern food taste
and choice. They strive to provide adequate, nutritionally diverse food to students.
“Just because you’re a student, you don't deserve to eat top Ramen, canned foods, or just
food from the same part of the color spectrum because it's cheaper.” (Program Manager
Interview, Zoom, October 8th, 2021)
Programmatically speaking, the PUSH dedicated student team is made up of club officers
and volunteers, along with their campus partners in the PUSH committee. The ASCWU Student
Government, Library staff, CWU Student Leadership, Involvement, and Community
Engagement (SLICE) team, Case Management, Career Services, Diversity, and Equity Center,
professors from the Department of Health Sciences, and CWU Auxiliary Enterprises including
Dining Services and Wildcat Neighborhood Farm support and partner with this club. Regardless
of decentralized or centralized format, PUSH students and committee note the struggle to keep
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food on the shelves, even when time and energy are put into adequate stocking the pantries.
From a management perspective, a centralized food access point for students is beneficial.
“I mean it was no easy thing to keep those stocked and the departments that house those
pantries– it didn't seem that they should be the ones responsible to do that either unless
they wanted to and so oftentimes pantries were empty because students didn’t have time
to fill them or perhaps the food resources weren't there but there was so much time spent
scrabbling around that there wasn't a lot of intention put into how we going to acquire
food right. So yeah, I think that that is really one of the main reasons why we wanted to
do that was just because this is a student effort and students don't have the capacity to run
around campus and do this.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October 18th, 2021).
In the newly established Wildcat Pantry’s first two weeks, food was taken at a faster rate
than anticipated. PUSH values the ability to track how much food is going in and out and is
attempting to do so in an intentional and organized way to build up longitudinal data which could
provide key insights into how student food insecurity is expressed at CWU. Their transition to a
centralized pantry is beneficial in ways outside of food access, driven by the idea that a resource
hub could assist students with finding information easily whether that is through the help of
internal campus assistance or services provided by the greater community at a county, state, and
federal level. It is important to note the pride and strength of the PUSH students, they value the
opportunity to design strategies and systems from their unique student perspective. The benefits
of a student-led organization do not go unnoticed; however, the student voice can be
overshadowed easily and credit and ownership over certain aspects of PUSH often add tension
between internal partnerships. Student initiatives often need assistance in promoting their
messages, expressing their needs to the higher CWU administering bodies, and leveraging their
social networks as a part of the PUSH committee meetings. Professors, faculty, and staff on the
PUSH committee do their best to assist but sometimes roles can be unfulfilled where ideas
simply remain in the inception stage. Financially, The Wildcat Pantry is still largely donationbased either in physical donations or through the Wildcat Pantry allocated Foundation account
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utilized to buy food for the pantry. Physical donations remain a positive contribution, however,
the variety and quality of what is donated are hard to regulate despite the Pantry communicating
food needs.
“What we would like to do is start promoting the types of foods that students want to and
have the like capacity to utilize more than the traditional sort of like cans of corn and
whatever that people think food pantries want…Like today we went to buy some food to
put in the pantry, like fruit and you got some proteins and we got like breakfast foods,
you know because we often will get pasta and old cans of whatever from someone's
cupboard that they want to get rid of.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October
18th, 2021)
PUSH committee members are dedicated to assisting students to continually promote
their food access programs and services on campus. They often share their frustrations with
students, as they are first responders in recognizing when student success is threatened.
“To me, I wouldn't understand the thought process that there isn't food insecurity on
campus and that on some level it's not that due to the institutional system because of what
is expected of students and what is what limitations are also placed on them.” (Program
Manager Interview, Zoom, October 18th, 2021)
It is uniquely frustrating to watch organizations with good intentions and fantastic ideas
get derailed by lack of capacity, lack of executive support, and more importantly, lack of proper
communication strategies and pathways. It is important to foster communication for healthy
interpersonal relationships and partnerships. Communication is essentially expectation
management, and orienting people to the situation, issue, and program so they feel comfortable
and equipped to understand the cultural, social, and historical contexts. Partners, members of the
public, and team members all require different strategies and techniques. The PUSH committee
strives to find common ground based on its own unique missions and objectives. Co-creating
programming or events becomes important at the earliest stage possible and constant reevaluation of timeline, budget, and expectations, along with clearly defined roles and
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responsibilities, is at the core of effective organizational communication. From a team
perspective, fostering an understanding of how people internally prefer to communicate, learn,
receive, and deliver information is important from an empathy perspective, but also a boundary
setting and expectation management perspective. This can be important in student-faculty and
staff relationships.

Figure 13: Fieldwork Photography by Becca Wheaton, image captions read clockwise: 1) PUSH
poster of PUSH students at CWU over the years, located in The Wildcat Pantry, Fall 2021, 2
Wildcat Pantry toiletries & dry goods section sourced from donations and PUSH grocery
shopping, Fall 2021, 3) Fresh produce at the Wildcat Pantry from the Wildcat Neighborhood
Farm, Fall 2021, and 4) A still active PUSH pantry shelf located in The Health Sciences
Department’s Purser Hall, supported by Faculty & Staff Fall 2021.
4.) APOYO and the Narrative of Community Responsiveness
APOYO Food Pantry is a 501(c)(3) Non-profit organization and food pantry partner of
CWU. APOYO’s organizational name, meaning support in Spanish, has been operating on the
CWU campus since 2001. After relocating from the Old Heat Building, they have been situated
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at the corner of 18th Avenue and Brook Lane, for seven years. APOYO serves anyone who
might need support (immigrants, low-income communities, houseless people, and CWU
students) by providing food, clothing, and other material support. Additional services include
volunteer and educational opportunities and referrals for additional support services. They
provide Spanish-English classes, Spanish Ellensburg community resource guides, furniture, and
houseware items. APOYO’s mission is greater than providing food and clothes. They make it
their job to provide quality care in any capacity at their disposal. This begins by creating a safe
and welcoming space and embracing community. APOYO facilitates communication in
Spanish-English, bridging the worlds between Mexican and Anglo communities. With a core
immigrant, agricultural work force clientele, operations vary depending on the seasonality of
work. It is made up of a non-hierarchical organizational structure with a dedicated volunteer
board and staff made up of clients, CWU professors, and members of the greater Ellensburg
community. Decisions get made together during board meetings, and a consensus is required
before moving forward on projects and partnerships. APOYO works with an everyone is
welcome model, where their doors are open twice a week. Food is not rationed, and distribution
is unlimited. They deliver food to the Ellensburg community, including in emergency situations.
A spirit of reciprocity is encouraged where volunteers are clients and clients are volunteers. By
promoting their space as a local hang-out spot, they support their goal of reducing the stigma and
shame accompanied by needing a food pantry. APOYO is a subcontractor of FISH, who
administers the Washington Emergency Food Assistance Program state funds. Northwest
Harvest, Washington State’s leading hunger-relief agency, also provides APOYO with over
150,000 pounds of food annually.
“I think the other board members and volunteers agree that security for our clients is
important” (Program Manager Interview, Ellensburg, August 25th, 2021)
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Sparse demographic information is taken. This is done strategically so clientele accessing the
programs and services have the least barriers to access possible when visiting APOYO. For
internal use only, last names are taken to formulate relationships over time. Family size is also
recorded as many families who use APOYO come from multigenerational households or are
single folks in need of a support system. APOYO recognizes the importance of incorporating
culturally appropriate foods into their food selection, whereas many dry goods typical of the food
pantry selection go underutilized or unchosen.
APOYO has a history of activism in their board and volunteer base. This extends out to
their time on CWU’s campus where the CWU connection team coordinates with student groups
and professors to offer student internships and participatory research projects. Founded as an ad
hoc, an informal organization with the desire to address the immediate need of providing
community members with food access, their foundational desire is dedicated to organizational
sustainability. This transformation comes at a time of the Covid-19 pandemic and food systems
crises where access to trusted food sites becomes even more important. APOYO’s strategic
vision is to expand into a better-suited space for their goals to become more effective community
activists addressing systemic issues for their local community.
Researcher Fieldnote Excerpt
It’s incredible how much food can be packed inside a single cardboard box. Apples,
onions, greens, and potatoes all fresh, sorted out from any blemished produce were
amongst the hustling and bustling atmosphere of APOYO during distribution hours. As a
novice volunteer, entering the preparation zone was an act of intentionally stepping into
the way. It felt like walking into a story half-told. I wanted to help, I felt I was in the
way. I danced around speedy volunteers; characters beset on a mission. Canned goods in
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these boxes, loading carts wheeling around with those boxes, empty boxes entering these
spaces. Boxes and crates, boxes, and crates, stacked and unstacked, packed, and
unpacked. Exchanging shy phrases in Spanish and English, I introduced myself to four
women loading boxes with canned foods, dry beans, bags of pasta, and masa. First
encounters are forever changed by the pandemic era, where smiling eyes are shared with
masked covered mouths in lieu of toothy grins. It felt best to migrate over to an inbetween place to better receive half-packed boxes and I began filling them with frozen
proteins: one pack of frozen chicken and one pack of frozen pink fish. I also added other
assorted goods like shelf-stable milk boxes, butter, peanut butter, a loaf of bread, and
other items as they popped up in the middle of the distribution. This job was repetitive,
frozen meat, milk, butter, peanut butter, boom, boom, boom. I pivoted the same way, bent
down to the same space, and met the dry good volunteers with smiling eyes each time a
new box was set down. I went outside to put a crate of bulk zucchinis on one of the many
tables and took in the scene from the outside. I’m surprised by the high quality, fresh
produce that comes from Northwest Harvest. The shipping containers in the front of the
building made creaks and groans while being opened and closed by a staff member and I
noticed people outside looking around at the tables that contained clothes, loose food
items, toys for kids, and various knick-knacks and houseware items. These are outdoor
booths that APOYO sets up for waiting for customers to peruse outside while in line for
their food boxes. I could clearly see Central Washington University buildings in the
background and noted the ropes and netting of the CWU Challenge Course and the
greenhouses that make up the Wildcat Neighborhood farm. I noticed the birds chirping,
the occasional passing car, and both Spanish and English phrases co-mingling in the
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background. Over the years I’m told this dilapidated building has housed many CWU
student and faculty connections and fed pounds and pounds of food to many people.
Today I saw APOYO in action. (July 21st, 2021). (Figure 14).

Figure 14: Fieldwork Photography by Becca Wheaton, image captions read clockwise: 1) Dry
goods room and researcher’s toddler at APOYO, Fall 2021, 2) Packed fresh produce boxes,
donations by Northwest Harvest, Fall 2021, 3) Dry goods packed for clients, APOYO
announcement flyer in Spanish, Fall 2021, and 4) Front End of APOYO distribution, clients can
take as much food as they need. Typically, dry good boxes and produce boxes are overflowing,
Fall 2021.
5.) FISH Food Bank and the Narrative of Community Service
Friends in Service to Humanity’s (FISH) is the only Food Bank in Kittitas County and is
located off Elmview Road. As the appointed county food bank, FISH distributes food to the five
food pantries throughout the county, including FISH’s pantries in Ellensburg and Easton. The
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other three food pantries are sub-contractors of the food bank but are independent of FISH. As
the food bank, FISH facilitates food and money from the state and federal governments to the
food pantries that are registered sub-contractors. FISH warehouses the food and delivers it to the
pantries. The amount of food that is distributed is determined by a vote of the sub-contractors at
a meeting every other year. The percentages are based on the number of people served by each
pantry. However, FISH often shares surplus food from other sources when it is available. FISH’s
driving force is based in reflecting the love of Christ by connecting neighbors to food resources
and hope. FISH dissociates with the idea of being perceived as a faith-based organization by
intentionally distinguishing itself as founded by those within the faith community but not
affiliated with any church or doctrine. Their staff and volunteers consider themselves as made of
both non-believers and believers. FISH prefers to focus on love and compassion in trying to
make those that they are serving to feel less burdened by the challenges of life. As a non-profit,
its focus is on building sustainable business revenue streams with only minimal fundraising
contributions to its overall income. Their food access services consist of the FISH food bank,
food pantry, and meal services operations that serve the greater Ellensburg community. The state
of Washington and the Department of Agriculture are the entities that makes these operations at
a local level possible. Both contracts stipulate FISH maintains their food bank operations and
pantry partnerships. FISH is also an administrator for SNAP, which secures funds for foodinsecure individuals for groceries, and Women, Infants and Children (WIC), a nutrition program
for pregnant women, new and breastfeeding mothers, and children under five.
“There is a misperception that we are constantly working against in this community it's
such a community of having and have not and rarely do those two communities meet
unless you're involved in something that serves the have nots and so it's hard for the
haves to really believe that the other half exists.” (Program Manager Interview,
Ellensburg, November 30th 2021)
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Part of that maintenance includes tracking and reporting information on the number of
individuals that are served, the number of households that are served, and the amount of food in
pounds that goes out to those households. It is important for FISH to understand who is coming
through their door. Demographic information is collected not to determine whether someone is
going to receive food, but to adequately provide information to their state and federal supporters.
The government gives every pound of food a value of $1.73. Whenever FISH receives any food
donations, whether it is a pallet of food or a single grocery bag, this food goes through an
inventory process beginning with discarding and sorting any out-of-date, low-quality food. These
items get weighed and weight is translated to fiscal value in the main tracking log. In-kind trade
transactions are also recorded. These can either be a physical donation of a truck, new food bins,
refrigerator, or be accounted for in volunteer hours. The government values time at $27.00 an
hour.
“I think people don't realize that it's complicated ----- it's not just that you drop off a bag
of food and then we take that food put it on a shelf and somebody could take home -- it's
almost that simple, but there's a whole process between that door at the back where it's
weighed and in here on the shelves where it’s taken. There's a lot that has to happen.”
(Program Manager Interview, Ellensburg, November 30th 2021)
Based on contractual obligations, FISH is required to track and report their activities,
progress, pounds of food, and the number of clients served to prove that they are serving the
county. These reports are essential in receiving state and federal support. The WSDA and Second
Harvest are two of FISH’s most reliable partners for grocery supplies. FISH has no shortage of
community support, as its list of partners includes many state and county organizations, as well
as many local churches. Community Health of Central Washington partners with FISH to
provide healthcare and food delivery services to the community.
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“We are stronger together and whenever we connect with an agency in town then we've
expanded their outreach-- we're about to build a new building as you know and that
building our goal for that building is that it will be a hub of resources for people in need.”
(Program Manager Interview, Ellensburg, November 30th 2021)
FISH attributes their successful non-profit to the nature of how business is handled and
addressing the misconception that not-for-profit is typically understood to mean no profit. They
pay their administrative staff and managers and utilize their surplus not as staff bonuses, but to
support their program offerings to sustain the programs and services that don’t make money like
the FISH food pantry. Like any business looking at inventory, it is important to understand what
people are taking. FISH needs to know that food is going out and where to justify their being.
“These get evaluated and then we usually get an increase every year 'cause we're our
numbers are going up or because we are providing a lot of food could be either one. our
numbers go up when we increase the number of people we serve through SNAP, we are
responsible for signing people up for SNAP, so we get paid more for the more people we
reach, the more they like it, the more they pay.” (Program Manager Interview,
Ellensburg, November 30th, 2021)
When first walking into the FISH building to access the food pantry, you enter a meeting
space with a table and chairs (Figure 15). Nutrition posters and news clippings featuring FISH
are tacked to the walls. A greeting is given by a smiling volunteer seated at a table who orients
you to the space. The pantry itself is down a hall, where more food and nutrition posters are
decorating the space. The FISH food pantry reflects the environment of a grocery store with
labeled aisles.
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Figure 15: Fieldwork Photography, FISH Food Bank Structure and Logo, Fall 2021
6.) Central Washington University and the Narrative of University Responsibility
The CWU Administrative body is made up of CWU campus leaders spanning across
departments and schools. Their mission is to create and develop a strategic response to barriers
preventing student success. Primarily, these are reflected in student grants and connecting
students to the proper resources, support networks, and knowledge necessary to navigate the
many challenges that make up the student experience. Through Student Success, students can
request direct aid, and access to additional money to help in emergency or daily support whether
it is to help a student with car troubles or temporary assistance in paying rent. These basic need
requests are funded through the Foundation Account. During the peak of the Covid-19 pandemic,
CWU administration partnered with non-profit organizations like FISH food bank via Public
Health that connected food resources to students isolated in quarantine. The Mission of CWU
leadership and administrative bodies promotes familial support and understanding of the diverse
student population accompanied by the desire to demonstrate that students should feel a great
sense of belonging within the campus community. Answering the question “How can we help
our student body to be successful?” often results in examples of institutional practices and
programmatic initiatives in place bureaucratically speaking that can enable success. The
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administrative body at CWU is reflective in nature and can identify institutional shortcomings
and attempts to strategically address those issues and problems.
“We may all be reporting to different folks but we're all on the same team when it relates
to resourcing student needs.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October 8th, 2021)
Strategic planning is often the solution that CWU administrators rely on to reflect on
what is being done well, and where there is room to improve. There are also theoretical
discussions on institutional responsibility to the student body and on the student academic
timeline in terms of how student success is managed. While not taking complete ownership over
what happens after students are recruited to CWU or what happens once a student graduates
from their college career, it is recognized institutionally as a red flag when a student’s historic
display of academic success is interrupted. It is with a service heart that the administrative body
at CWU seeks to educate and communicate with the student body in hopes to support students
throughout their academic journey and equip them with the safety net and support system prior
to unforeseen circumstances and extreme situations that might impact their future. When
considering the dissemination of resources and orientation information, student retention of these
materials is at risk. Information for the sake of information does not land with students who do
not need it now unless there is a personal connection, or a situation arises when this information
now holds value. Administrators struggle to combat this and consider it a frustrating challenge.
“The community is actually really supportive of students if you know who call but it's
often that someone’s house has to burn down before we know how many resources there
are 'cause that's when we start making the calls.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom,
October 18th, 2021)
While the administrative body does have more power and influence when it comes to
decision-making processes, these program managers who see first-hand the experiences and
struggles of students still contend with getting issues, content, topics of student access, and
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matters of equity to members of the Executive Leadership team who act as the think tank for the
institution.
“How do you get it on the agenda and call attention to it so it gets the eyes and the ears it
needs to really change and really move things? That's bureaucracy.” (Program Manager
Interview, Zoom, November 30th, 2021)
The Administrative functionality of requests for food access means engaging with
students immediately as concerned reports are received. When students first reach out, or reports
are initiated, basic need inquiry intake forms are administered that encompass access to food,
housing, finance, technology, and healthcare, and security needs to collect a holistic picture of an
individual student’s experiences and reality. Facilitation of support and resources stems from
these initial assessments, and the focus is on the knowledge transfer of accessible campus
programs and services as well as state resources. Basic resource insecurity, particularly food
access, is addressed twofold. First, the immediate need is addressed. Second, a long-term plan is
established in collaboration with students and financial aid based on their unique cases and
needs.
“Our number one rule is don't work harder than our students because sometimes we get
into that weird accidental savior complex where we think people can't actually handle
adulting when in fact they're doing just fine they just need to know how to get there …”
(Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October 8th, 2021)
CWU’s food access program and services and student need assessment has been
incrementally expanding and shifting to reflect the diverse student population. Universities are
becoming more aware of the ways in which their student landscape is shifting, but because they
are historically, and traditionally bounded college institutions are slow to shift and change in
response. In this context, departmental work and tasks are siloed which leads to gaps in who
benefits from programs and services and who does not. Recognizing that these pathways still
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need to be established based on the genuine desire for students to succeed is foundational.
CWU’s internal structure amongst campus entities and departments functions with specialized
missions, focuses, and responsibilities. This is accompanied by people in ascribed roles and jobs
who often are functioning at a capacity where these predefined tasks are all they can take on.
Because CWU operates on a quarter system as opposed to a semester system, administrative
tasks are done more frequently in concert with the cycle of class registration. This means
consistently resetting and closing in condensed time periods. Capacity-related issues can express
themselves in dropped connections and requests, where students are put on hold to transfer them
to other departments more adept and equipped to take on student inquiries. In this way, students
are constantly introducing and re-introducing people to their issues and struggles until they are
connected to the right people and the proper resource.
“We don't put barriers in their way on purpose, but we do put barriers in their way.”
(Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October 8th, 2021)
The administrator perspective also considers capacity-related issues from the student
perspective, particularly as it relates to the burdens of a quarter system. From this perspective,
administrators understand that student burnout is higher in a ten-week window and the recovery
time for a student academically, medically, and socially is hindered when unforeseen issues
arise. From the administrative perspective, students can be perceived as the population served
and the customer. Soliciting student feedback and student experience is one main way college
institutions make, amend, or create programming. In terms of evaluating students and their food
access issues, a sufficient and precise number does not exist or describe the number of students
or quantify the type of experiences of the students on the CWU campus. Without a big enough
data set to illustrate the food access realities experienced on-campus or as off-campus students
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affiliated with CWU in any capacity (graduate students, undergraduate students, first-generation
students, veterans, or incoming freshmen) getting administrative support for investing in
something bigger, more encompassing is a tougher sell. In surveying the broad scope of the
student body, representative sample size and the variable population are essential to illustrating
these food access issues to then be communicated to the executive leadership team.
With capacity in question, outsourcing resources for student support and success lead to
partnerships with on-campus and off-campus organizations to connect students with the breadth
of community-wide assistance available in the greater Ellensburg community. Often
collaboration with partnerships takes on different forms depending on the unique organizational
relationship between staff, faculty, and program leaders. Partnerships with APOYO food pantry
and FISH food bank and pantry are maintained variably, as relationships between organizations
rely on the communication strategies and reporting and tracking structures utilizing different
methodologies. Communication of data can be contentious when tracking and reporting methods
differ, and the categorization and definition of data are ontologically ambiguous. Asymmetrical
information in relation to institutional power is often at play, unintentionally or intentionally.
This can be expressed in communication pathways that convey justifications of proposals,
actions, and re-negotiations of contractual and related agreements. Reasons can be given or
hidden behind the ever-morphing nature of the relationships.

Phase II. Relationships
The following section analyzes the relationships between the social actors described
above, paying specific attention on how food circulates (both physically and symbolically)
between them, and how their self-ascribed narratives are positioned and reinforced amidst these
relationships. Highlighting the way food is circulated while on the CWU campus enables us to
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illuminate the ways food is constructed based on how it is labeled (i.e. described, named,
conceptualized, itemized, etc) and the narratives involved in them. The important ways in which
the CWU administrative body and executive leadership team relate to all fields is addressed last.
Portraying the greater student food access programs and services social-ecological system and
their relationships are important because these fields not only shape how things are done in their
own cultural contexts, but they influence and shape how other fields of action can operationalize
and enact their work.
FARM - APOYO [Community-Student Interface]
Summary: Food and access to food are transformed into a point of connection between students
and Ellensburg communities. Themes: support, outreach, solidarity.
The Wildcat Farm maintains a close spatial relationship with APOYO. They are located
on the same side of campus and are only a relatively short distance apart. APOYO, with the
assistance of their Garden Coordinator and the Wildcat Farm Manager, established a working
relationship to cultivate a plot of land in the Community Garden. APOYO board members,
volunteers, and client base (community members) were invited to be a part of the planning
process and utilize onsite resources to plant, maintain, and harvest crops. Based on the limited
time and availability of the APOYO team, the CWU Community Garden staff assisted in this
endeavor based on requests from APOYO clientele. With the purpose of providing APOYO
clientele the opportunity to create and design a localized food system, the result was an
intercultural exchange of food. During a garden party in Fall 2021, community members came
together to harvest peppers, pumpkins, squash, tomatoes, corn, and melons. The Wildcat Farm’s
efforts to engage with their local on-campus food pantry are driven primarily by Wildcat Farm
staff and the APOYO CWU Connection Team. Occasionally, Wildcat Farm will donate fresh
produce to APOYO. APOYO seeks to be accessible to Central students and hosts many student
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volunteers who utilize the food pantry. Food enacted in the Wildcat Farm - APOYO relationship
can be seen as a donation to support pantry services and operations and as a connection point to
convey support and outreach between groups.
FARM - PUSH [Fresh, Local Donation]
Summary: Food and access to food are transformed into a way to destigmatize food pantry
donations for student communities. Themes: groceries, freshness, colorful foods.
The Wildcat Farm supplies the PUSH - led Wildcat Pantry with produce to offset typical
canned food drive donations. Often, the Wildcat farm produce is displayed front and center in
bulk for students to shop a la carte. Food circulating in this relationship conveys a desire to
showcase the types of food that pantries should have available consistently and not just as a
novelty. Fresh produce consisting of leafy greens, bulbs of garlic, and pounds of potatoes are not
typically available staples in food pantries and these types of foods are expensive in the grocery
store. Students are encouraged to shop at the Wildcat Panty, if not for “need,” then for access to
free fresh, local foods. Even if students perceive themselves as not needing food pantry services,
they can offset their grocery bills by skipping the higher-cost produce in stores and still have the
option to incorporate these types of food into a diet.
“What we would love to happen is that people see this as a way to access that fresh food
in a low stakes sort of way.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, July 1st, 2021)
FARM-DINING [Sustainability]
Summary: Food and access to food are transformed into localized solutions to closed-loop food
systems on a college campus. Themes: sustainability, locally sourced food, and organic
agriculture.
When seeds are purchased by Wildcat Neighborhood Farm and grown into fresh produce
to sell to Dining Services, food becomes “product.” At a public university like CWU, this
product is referred to as a state asset. This term encompasses anything purchased with state
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dollars, but in a dining context food is the primary state asset in focus. Staff are unable to leave
with leftovers in compliance with the strict and heavily regulated employment policies. An
inventory of purchased food is made to ensure it is being rotated and prepared properly and
overall fiscal responsibility for the food is tracked much like other physical goods. In this way, it
is hard to consider food as a true donation of goods, services, and products. Instead, food is
considered food waste to provide the on-campus PUSH Wildcat pantry with grab-and-go
sandwiches and other products.
When assessing ways in which Dining interacts with the local food system in the Dining Wildcat Neighborhood Farm relationship, accessing the number of products necessary to serve
the student body at the university scale for an affordable price point is not possible. The food
system offers commoditized foods at lower costs. In contrast, smaller-scale farm operations and
farmers’ market goods are often more expensive due to the nature of producing food in a smaller,
more intentional way. When looking for bulk meat, dairy, and produce, Dining Services is
unable to support a small local producer. Therefore, this relationship symbolizes a desire to
support localized food systems on-campus, promoting a model of sustainability. The Wildcat
Farm, being financially supported by Dining, allows Dining Services the opportunity to achieve
its mission of feeding students the highest quality, most nutritional foods and finding solutions to
localized agriculture.
After harvesting ten pounds of carrots and beets respectively, I hauled the colorful
bunches of root vegetables in portable crates out of the farm production fields and over to
the processing shed where the hose was hooked up to the main water line. The shed
provided some shade in which to protect the freshly harvested food while also providing
me with a brief reprieve from bending over the digging fork in the dry, heat of late
spring. Dining Services had purchased some fresh produce from the most recent pick list,
and today was delivery day. Processing steps were straightforward: rinse the dirt from the
carrots and beets, remove any broken or dried stems, separate the smaller carrots and
beets known as “seconds” into a bin that staff, volunteers, and community garden
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members could take from, and load up the clean crates of washed produce into the farm
truck for on-campus delivery to the loading docks at the SURC. I had a moment of
reflection while staring at the box of seeds in the processing shed. It all began with seeds
covered in the soil at the Wildcat Neighborhood Farm, and this produce was on its way to
being a high-quality product that Dining Services would chop, clean, peel, and serve at
the Fresh Bar on campus. (Researcher Fieldnote, Wildcat Neighborhood Farm, August
2nd, 2021)
FISH - APOYO [Contractual/Layered Services]
Summary: Food and access to food are transformed into operationalizing the redistribution of
food to food-insecure populations in Ellensburg, including students. Themes: subcontract
partnerships, resource allocations, and scalable food access issues.
The FISH food bank contract is with the Washington State Department of Agriculture,
which is contracted with the federal Department of Agriculture. These funds are designated and
redistributed from the federal to state to county to the local levels. The Department of
Agriculture is charged with making sure that there is at a minimum one food bank serving each
county. Food and funds are a contractual service that is at the core of the FISH and APOYO
relationship. FISH meets with APOYO and other subcontracted pantries every other year to
discuss the allocation of funds, whether to take on new subcontractors, and vote on whether
FISH remains as the main contractor. Having a great relationship is defined as fulfilling the
responsibility of providing food and money required to support subcontractors based on the
predetermined allocation of funds.
FISH - PUSH [Symbolic Capital]
Summary: Food and access to food are transformed into a way to leverage resource support in
exchange for partnership and networking. Themes: prestige and pride in partnerships and
service-oriented mindset.
FISH and PUSH partner to help raise awareness of the resources available to students as
well as providing opportunities for volunteering, and support community involvement. As a part
of their desire to partner with community organizations doing like-minded work, FISH has
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offered to support the Wildcat Pantry as a subcontractor, allowing FISH to underwrite a
sustainable, monthly stream of money and food to supplement their donations as an option for
PUSH in future years. Under new leadership, location, structures, and operations protocol, PUSH
is currently envisioning how they would like their sustainability model to look. FISH has been a
member of the PUSH committee, and though they are unable to provide PUSH regular food
delivery, they still provide support when they have excess food donations. When analyzing how
food is used to communicate partnerships, the relationship between FISH and PUSH can be
leveraged for community support and networking capacity to share resources and ideas on future
collaborative projects.
“I would say when we're talking about pantries obviously working with FISH food bank,
dining services to have those stocked so students and PUSH committee members don't
have to pay out of pocket because it is more sustainable …” (Program Manager
Interview, Zoom, October 8th, 2021)
DINING - PUSH [Ethical Efficiency]
Summary: Food and access to food are transformed into a way to donate food waste sustainably
and ethically to student communities. Themes: food as a state asset, food recovery, and food
safety and student health.
The Dining - PUSH relationship exists through Dining’s Food Recovery Program. As a
state asset, food is heavily regulated and must be reported and tracked at all stages of
transformation. It is not easily donated or given away for free so when food goes uneaten at
events or in the Marketplace it is defined as food waste. From a reporting standpoint, this
transition of an asset to food waste is tracked as if it wasn't sold. The products most likely to be
food waste are the grab-and-go items on campus. Dining Services must choose between
discarding or sourcing the capacity to process these foods for donations. To cut down on their
food waste, but also put food back into the mouths and bellies of students, a process was
established to get grab-and-go items through the Food Recovery Program. The Dining - PUSH
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relationship is a partnership based on ethical efficiency in which food waste disposal can be done
both sustainably and properly. The vision for how to transform state assets to food donations is
planned and processes have been defined. The ability to contribute more product largely depends
on finding the bandwidth to execute the design.
“We just haven't had the wherewithal, or the bandwidth actually make it happen as it
takes labor to cool down the food properly and then repackaging you know it's things that
we don't those are costs that we don't mind shouldering or absorbing but we just haven't
had the person power to do it.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October 7th, 2021)
According to Dining Services for freshest, highest quality foods, the shelf life is three
days. After that time has passed the unsold product is still deemed edible but most consumers
will not purchase it off the shelves for full price, and dining does not offer discount prices on
products in the grab-and-go category. Thus, unsold grab-and-go items are taken out of
production and off the marketplace to be relabeled as food donations to PUSH and the Wildcat
Pantry.
It was a Fall Day mid-afternoon in Ellensburg. I parked my car in the Visitor's short-term
parking spot at CWU’s Brooks Library to visit the newly opened PUSH food pantry,
Wildcat Pantry. I was met by a friendly volunteer and a PUSH representative who kindly
gave me a tour of the space. They shared the check-in operations that required a student
ID and a paper shopping checklist of the food goods offered with the hopes that students
would notate which foods they grabbed to best account for their needs in the future. I
noticed potatoes, garlic, and other produce from Wildcat Farm, easy grab-and-go snacks,
toiletry items, canned foods, rice, and pasta. The space had a clothing closet with
business attire and a take-what-you-need clothing rack. There was a refrigerator on the
far end of the space and inside were sandwiches and wraps in containers with two
stickers, one layered on top of the other. The bottom label had words obscured and the
legible writing stated, “Turkey BLT Wrap, gourmet ready-made meals, wholesome,
nutritious, delicious, $6.49”. The top label, the one more prominent, stated “Donated by
Dining Services, PUSH PANTRY, this product has been donated by CWU Dining to
support students experiencing food insecurity or hunger. Although this product has
reached the end of its pre-determined retail sales date, it is still safe to consume until the
updated expiration date is provided. To safely eat this product, keep it refrigerated until
ready to eat and reheat as necessary. Use by the provided date written in the updated
expiration section below. EXPIRES 11-16-21.” (Researcher Fieldnote, Brooks Library in
the Wildcat Pantry, November 15th, 2021)
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Central Washington University Leadership [Economic efficiency]
Food and access to food are transformed into mission-driven strategies to support students from a
predominately economic-client framework. Themes: student success, student retention, and
responsibility to students.
CWU is positioned at the core of this socio-political system and explained below is how
this larger, dominant field can exert its own autonomy and agenda in the face of external
influences based on their way of doing things in the cultural context of being a higher education
institution driven by students who are also situated as clients in an economically driven
framework (Figure 16). The core CWU campus food access programs are situated within Dining
Services, The Wildcat Neighborhood Farm, the Wildcat Pantry, and their partnerships with
APOYO and FISH. These relationship frameworks described above are all justified through the
mission of CWU’s Administration, the core of decision-making power that is driven by the need
to be economically efficient. Higher education institutions engage with potential students in a
competitive market. From an economic standpoint this makes students consumers, so even as
CWU boasts it is driven by a university responsibility in which student success is enveloped, this
is predominately driven by the fact that students are an economic resource, and therefore clients.
Resources like money and space are considered finite and values and priorities can be reflected
in the ways these resources are being allocated. With the new Health Sciences Building and the
Nicholson Pavilion sitting at the top of financial priorities, plans have not been shared publicly
about how the vacated space in Purser Hall will be allocated. Juxtapose these new spaces and the
unknown vision for Purser Hall with the struggles of APOYO’s on-campus location, the Library
taking initiative to adopt PUSH’s Wildcat Pantry, and the sparse full-time staff dedicated to run
and operationalize the Wildcat Neighborhood Farm, or prioritize the financial backing of Dining
Services’ Food Recovery Program, and it appears that there are other priorities ahead of food
security initiatives to support students and their basic needs.
74

Figure 16: Hierarchy of Power and Influence in CWU Food Access Initiatives.
PUSH works to improve basic needs insecurity for the CWU student body, a large task
for a student-led organization. Though administration might be represented within the PUSH
committee, regular meeting attendance is inconsistent due to the strains of other responsibilities.
Students rely on the non-student members of the PUSH committee to leverage their voices and
power in communicating their strengths, weaknesses, desires, and pain points. One such struggle
was illustrated during the process of determining a centralized location for The Wildcat Pantry
operations. Utilizing these communication channels their requests for space were ultimately
answered by the staff of the Brooks Library. Programmatically and structurally, the library had
the capacity to follow up with higher leadership to secure permission. In this example, we can
see program managers with varying degrees of power and capacity influencing their fields to
create space from within versus space being provided from top-down support structures.
“PUSH committee wise, they're so well connected with other people in it the university
and students don't have that, so whenever there's things that we need that we don't know
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who to go to or we feel like they may not be responsive to us because we're students
maybe they don't take our word as seriously, we can have them relay information for us
so then we can start making things happen in that way… they're willing to see our vision
and believe in us and then they're willing to invite others into that space and making sure
that people are also committing to the movement that we want them to commit to… a lot
of it's just like trying to get the information out there and having people consistently
willing to share the stuff that we're doing.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October
8th, 2021)
The university exists within the larger Ellensburg community. CWU does expand its
resources by partnering with both APOYO and FISH. The CWU - APOYO relationship is still
framed under economic efficiency, as the issues and conflicts associated with the partnership are
largely due to financial concerns. CWU’s demand for financial support from APOYO to utilize
its on-campus location is against the perception that APOYO is a beneficiary of CWU support
over the years. The connection between APOYO and CWU is valued in terms of the reciprocal
nature of the relationship. APOYO provides students with basic needs support and on-campus
learning connections, and CWU hosts APOYO on its campus for minimal cost. CWU’s
perception of APOYO is that it is a partner food bank serving the campus Latinx community for
more than a decade. In 2015, when APOYO was informed, they would have to relocate from
their Old Heat Building location, no alternative on-campus relocation plan was initially
proposed. The relocation was eventually negotiated to their current location at the old Brooklane
Village apartment manager homestead near the Brooklane Village Apartments complex, but
APOYO’s relocation is perceived as a downgrade. In January 2020, through a series of tense
communications, APOYO was again informed by CWU administration that its lease was not
being renewed and it would have to vacate by the end of August 2020 due to unsuitable living
conditions at this relocated spot. With the support of students and faculty, CWU administration
and APOYO were successful in collaborating on an extension and re-evaluated their partnership
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with the development of a Memorandum of Understanding. It is imperative for CWU to support
APOYO in its objectives as they relate directly to CWU leadership diversity, equity, and
inclusion values in which it takes a proud stance, narratively speaking. CWU volunteers
interested in working with APOYO go through the Center for Leadership Community
Engagement Department. APOYO will contact CWU administrators through the appropriate
channels to communicate volunteer events and assist in pantry operations. This facilitates a
CWU internal exchange, which carries the responsibility of sending out these requests and
announcements to the student body, particularly those students who have expressed interest in
service opportunities.
“They deserve better space. [The situation] did provide us an opportunity to have some
serious conversations with them about going forward. I think we've learned a lot, we
have some more concrete relationships so I think that the informal could work sort of but
where it doesn't work is then when the people most involved begin to fall away. [We all
have a] responsibility to build networks that outlasts the people which is what didn't
happen with APOYO.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, November 10, 2021)
“Kittitas County has a reputation of being a wealthier county. There's farmers and
ranchers and you know the university is there and it looks very it has a certain image to it,
that it presents that it doesn't have problems, that its progressive and at least within the
city of Ellensburg but I think we forget that food insecurity doesn't have a race or gender
or an ethnicity. It can happen to anybody and I think that that is you know, when central
decided like “hey we're gonna close this place down” or “we're not gonna support it
anymore” and people kind of found out about it and got upset- I think those are the
people that realize that “hey, we have a need for this we, we have a need to feed people,”
and I think it's kind of weird that Central, I mean for whatever reason, was like “we're not
gonna support you anymore” 'cause in a sense for saying [that] they’re saying we’re not
gonna support what you're doing which is feeding people …we’re helping to feed people
so I'm wondering what the thought process was behind that. I'm sure it's complex, but it
can sound a little bit like denial of what services APOYO does provide even to its
students.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October 7th, 2021)
The other main food access partner CWU works with due to its resources and community
prestige is FISH, Kittitas County’s only food bank located in Ellensburg, located just north of
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campus. FISH considers CWU as a partner engaged in a reciprocal exchange of services. FISH
will provide food access assistance, and CWU works with FISH to facilitate data collection and
evaluations of pilot projects. This research assistance helps FISH take pride in incorporating the
health aspects and communicating the social determinants of health in everything that they do.
CWU perceives FISH to be their biggest local food access partner. FISH provides mobile food
service to students, accessible near campus. During the peak of the COVID-19 pandemic, CWU
relied heavily on partnering with FISH and their food delivery services to assist quarantined
students. FISH’s desire to serve the student community is clear in its numerous attempts to form
relationships with PUSH and The Wildcat Pantry.
[Key Informant Quote]” I think that from the student perspective do they always know
about this? the answer is clearly no …..and would it serve enough students if they all
know about it? that's also a question we haven’t gotten to but it could be an issue…..I
don't think the communication has been great between the school administration and us, I
feel like the communication is better with the students-- the students who use us tend to
know how much we do over there, but I don't think the school administration recognizes
it or necessarily appreciate it but the students do and that's what matters. we're helping
them and they're the ones who need help with food.” Program Manager Interview, Zoom,
October 7th, 2021)

Phase III. Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice Applied
Using the initial theoretical framework of Bourdieu introduced in Chapter II (capital *
habitus + field = practice), I will produce an analysis of food at Central Washington University
using the key concepts of the theory of practice (Figure 11). Though aspects of this work
contribute to the understanding of habitus, the scope of this research is field and capital. In social
spaces, performers act out roles on their theoretical stages. The applied dimension of concept of
actors and their stages can be understood as fields of action in which a specific and unique
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action/narrative is produced. Along with this narrative, a specific set and combination of social
and symbolic capital is oriented not just around food, but also what food signifies as it is valued
based on the capital that is provided. The fields under analysis are CWU’s multiple fields of
action constituting Dining Services, PUSH and the Wildcat Pantry, the Wildcat Farm and
Community Garden, and its partners APOYO and FISH. Bourdieu’s theory of practice
framework is foundational in developing a deeper understanding of each respective stakeholder’s
capacities for creating, strengthening, and delivering program development and creating more
resilient, sustainable organizational partnerships internally on campus and externally in the
greater Ellensburg community. In this final chapter, I identify the narratives of how actors
perceive student need and respond to that perceived need by utilizing their various forms of
capital.
Like any framework, there are certain elements unaccounted for that exist outside of the
scope and focus of the system. In this context, how food enters these fields – through federal and
state funding, food vendors, monetary and food donations, in-kind trade volunteerism, and plant
seeds, starts, and garden tools that support the overarching circulation of food – should be noted.
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Figure 17: Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice Applied (Bourdieu 1977).
I am using Bourdieu’s Theory of Practice in an ethnographic context to unearth the power
dynamics within food access programs and services positioned in their overarching cultural
contexts (Figure 12). Capital is applied to fields of action that have been established as social
spheres where people maneuver position and resources. These fields of action incorporate the
accumulation of capital in all its forms: 1) economic capital consisting of financial and other
tangible assets, 2) cultural capital like knowledge, tastes, ability to navigate social norms and
cultural codes, 3) social capital including family, networks, relationships, and 4) symbolic
capital, the honor, reputation, prestige, accumulation of power through all forms of capital.
Theory of Practice and Capital
APOYO’s theory of practice is rooted in social capital. APOYO has a strong sense of
community. At the backbone of this strong social network are CWU students and faculty, a
dedicated volunteer base, local community activists, partner non-profit organizations, clients
who are community members, and community members that are clients. This social network
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translates to strong social capital, and throughout the struggles and tensions of APOYO’s
eviction and relocation, this social capital was leveraged for community support and to voice
community concerns of relocating a food pantry that serves underrepresented communities and
students amid a global pandemic. This organization that serves and represents two vulnerable
populations frames food as survival to signify their stance on basic human rights issues. Not only
is food administered to clients and community members in a way that considers ethnic relevance
for their constituents, but APOYO also uses food as a segue to talk about other types and forms
of support that could address larger systemic issues. Cultural capital takes the form of
understanding how to navigate their clients to legal resources in terms of immigration status,
low-income housing application processes, understanding immigrant and human rights, and
health related networks. Though APOYO is rich in social and cultural capital it has weaker forms
of economic and symbolic capital. Economically speaking, APOYO is predominately grant and
donor funded. This often places APOYO organizationally at the mercy of channeling those funds
based on prior commitments and pre-determined allocations of where contractually the money
will go. With a volunteer board and staff, this organization has accumulated sweat equity, putting
time and energy into the internal processes that support the programs and services offered, but
this does not translate to strong accumulation of economic capital. Though food pantry food is
often stigmatized and perceived as second-rate in quality or as throw away product, this is not
always the case for APOYO, whose variety of food donations are fresh and high-quality.
Regardless of the type of foods taken by clients, for them food is highly valued in terms of
symbolic capital. Though food and the networks of support produce symbolic capital for its
clientele and community members, this does not translate to white power in the greater higher
education institutional field, where different structures and processes take precedence. In
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APOYO’s theory of practice, I have highlighted how food is utilized from the way it is treated,
conceived, and distributed to create different types of value in terms of capital. APOYO’s field
of action might be bounded spatially to CWU but operationally this organization has defined its
own self-determining, self-regulating systems and processes that produce conflicts in its
partnership and relationship with CWU who approaches their field of action with its own distinct
system of logic.
CWU’s Theory of Practice is primarily rooted in economic capital. Taking CWU’s
relationship with APOYO, the value of APOYO as a service to their student communities is
contested. Not only is there concern over whether students benefit from APOYO’s spaces, it is
also a requirement to determine the number of students served. These tracking and reporting
processes constitute a foundational element in the overarching administrative procedure and are
ingrained into the institutional practices that evaluate, determine and equivalate economic value.
The partnership between APOYO and CWU will change shape due to the discontinuing of
APOYO space, making it necessary for CWU to address their on-campus mission of servicing
their student communities in terms of providing basic needs assistance like food access programs
and services more locally. Knowing this context, I can focus on CWU’s multiple fields of action
to provide ways in which food is conceived of in terms of its value.
The most-forward facing, main stage of CWU is the Student Union and Recreation
Center (SURC) and various other Dining Services locations where the most visible, readily
accessible food is situated for students. At the forefront, healthy, dietary restriction-friendly,
organic, and fresh food options along with ethnic food dishes are available translating easily to
both cultural and symbolic value for some student populations. Because food identity is a part of
how students interact with the world, being considerate of student feedback and student requests
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are important to Dining Services. Dining Services primarily funds its operations through the
requirement of meal plans for students living on campus. They fund the Wildcat Farm and are an
Auxiliary Service functioning much like their field of action, the CWU institution. This can be
reflected in its economic capital to support a full-fledge Dining Operations team consisting of
many staff, both student and professional. This is one of three relevant fields of action to
highlight, as it represents one initiative in which not all students have the economic capital
necessary to dine regularly on campus at these concepts.
Off campus students, those student populations without meal service plans or adequate
access to the cultural capital to navigate a campus setting, or those with limited time and energy
might seek the services of PUSH and the Wildcat Pantry located in the library. PUSH’s access to
cultural capital is strong and can be wielded as a powerful form to engage in meaningful
conversations about student needs and the sustainability of the Wildcat Pantry. Being unique in
structure, The Wildcat Pantry is run by students and designed by students. As such, these peer
leaders are in an important position to know firsthand the experiences and challenges of being a
student in this time and age and design programs and services to reflect most accurately those
needs and barriers. In this way, food is translated into cultural capital. Understanding what
students experience and being the ones to design student-driven systems might be translated to
cultural capital but has its limitations. Many students with families, jobs, and careers, or those
struggling with emergency situations on top of the unique situation that COVID-19 has
presented, are not yet equipped to address the internalization of the stigma associated with
utilizing the programs and services of an on-campus food pantry. It is in this context that The
Wildcat Pantry continues to address this stigma and leverages its unique social network of the
PUSH committee (made up of internal CWU staff and faculty) to share these initiatives with the
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higher administering bodies, disseminate information regarding events and functions to the
campus population, request support in their processes, and promote food drives departmentally.
In this way, food is leveraged as social capital to campaign on campus for the de-stigmatization
of benefiting from a food pantry and in turn promoting it as a free groceries service.
The Wildcat Farm is the third field of action positioned in the context of CWU. The
Wildcat Farm and spatially bounded CWU Community Garden, share similar objectives to
service the campus community of students, faculty, and staff, with easily accessible fresh, local
food. The farm is not a well-known entity and is only just beginning to be integrated into
academic programming through the Sustainability Certificate program and partnerships with the
Department of Health Sciences. With a growing base of social, cultural, and economic capital,
the Farm and Community Garden show great potential to be incorporated in an infinite number
of ways. The Farm can connect the students to agricultural processes, place-based, hands-on
learning, and can be integrated easily in any curricula from computer sciences and mathematics
to creative writing and art. Currently, its greatest form of capital (symbolic capital) is leveraged
to translate food as a means of sustainable agricultural production and a way Dining Services can
promote locally sourced produce to bolster their concepts (restaurant themes and brand). The
farm and community garden space that CWU has incorporated has yet to be economically
integrated into the university system, and a lack of economic capital has kept these academic
initiatives from becoming a reality due to time and energy being spent running the farm
production spaces for Dining Services, an important function of the space. Dedicated staff and
management could strengthen this on-campus food system. In the above fields (Dining Services,
PUSH Wildcat Pantry, and The Wildcat Neighborhood Farm), we can see how CWU has
multiple fields of action that serve a diverse range of students. Some students are inclined to
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access certain on campus food resources, and whether they frequent dining, food pantry PUSH,
or the farm, is unknown and not documented adequately or robustly.
The final field of action this research touches on is that of FISH food bank. FISH’s theory
of practice is an illuminating example of their strong symbolic social reflected in its many
community partners. FISH’s programs and services are deeply ingrained into the Ellensburg and
greater Kittitas County community. Based off requests and interactions spearheaded by CWU
administration, FISH functions as CWU’s main food access partner. At the peak of the COVID19 pandemic, FISH’s delivery food operation services assisted students in quarantine. Dining
Services, impacted by the food supply chain issues and a closed campus, partnered with FISH to
reallocate their bulk food in their off-campus warehouse that would have otherwise expired. In
this way, food also translates to symbolic capital and is expressed through community prestige.
FISH is in a unique cultural context, and through its intimately situated knowledge of how to
navigate access to federal and state funding for food, this translates to strong cultural capital.
These funding streams have a ripple out effect where FISH administers these monies to its
subcontractor food pantries located in the county, enabling them to understand the unique
positions, struggles and challenges of their subcontractor partners. This means having a
responsibility and stake in ensuring that their partner pantries are getting the support they need
and vouching for them in times of trouble and conflict. Based on their sustainable internal
infrastructure, where administration costs are covered and staff is paid in competition with the
labor market, they have strong economic capital. This in part is due to their ability to translate
the work, food, and volunteer labor into economic terms, allowing them to communicate in
quantitative terms that justify their federal, state, and grant funding. By analyzing FISH food
bank as a field of action, we can see they are in a position of power, with influence in how food

85

and money can be allocated and distributed not only on the campus food system and into student
communities, but also to the greater Ellensburg and Kittitas County community. These food
initiatives and their fields of action mirror the way their strongest form of capital is leveraged,
especially in how food circulates to students. These perceptions of mission and action have
implications to how food as a resource is distributed (Figure 18).

Figure 18: CWU and Food Access Partners and Capital.
Resource Distribution
Are resources equitably distributed? Does shifting from food as material to both cultural
and symbolic capital hide inequality? By shifting the perspective of how food is conceived and
circulated outside of the material goods and putting a theoretical magnifying lens on how cultural
and symbolic capital is leveraged in a given field of action, it is possible to unearth the layers of
how resources are distributed, particularly when looking at the power relationships of
differentiated subfields and how this dictates social distinction (Figure 14).
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Figure 19: Applying Field Theory (Thomson 2014; Bourdieu pp.73: 1977)
Horizontal and Vertical Axis Overview
The upper left-hand quadrant organizations are in the most ideal situation. They have the
economic capital and power to determine how they run their operations and the power to
determine to what capacity basic needs are addressed on the university campus. The lower righthand quadrant shows that in the context of how student food insecurity is addressed, structured,
and organized in the dominant system of power (that of a higher education institution) fields in
this quadrant will have less access to resources and capital to effectively serve student
communities, while additionally lacking the cultural context to appropriately navigate the
system. The lower right-hand quadrant shows that while APOYO and PUSH have permission to
function at CWU, they lack the funding and cultural context to have the greatest impact to best
serve their community, including students.
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PUSH: “PUSH committee wise, they're so well connected with other people in it the
university and students don't have that, so whenever there are things that we need that we
don't know who to go to or we feel like they may not be responsive to us because we're
students... we can have them relay information for us."
APOYO: “When Central decided like “we're not gonna support APOYO anymore” and
people kind of found out about it and got upset- I think those are the people that realize
that “hey, we have a need for this,” and I think it's kind of weird that Central, I mean for
whatever reason, was like “we're not gonna support you anymore” 'cause in a sense,
they’re saying we’re not gonna support what you're doing which is feeding people …”
CWU ADMIN “They deserve better space... I think we've learned a lot, we have some
more concrete relationships so I think that the informal could work sort of but, where it
doesn't work is then when the people most involved begin to fall away. [We all have a]
responsibility to build networks that outlasts the people.”
FISH "I think that from the student's perspective do they always know about this? The
answer is clearly no...I don't think the communication has been great between the school
administration and us, I feel like the communication is better with the students-- the
students who use us tend to know how much we do over there, but I don't think the
school administration recognizes it."
Wildcat: "We are working on making signage more clear and more known 'cause there is
a section that is specifically for people to take food, even if they don't have a community
garden plot... If someone said, "oh I need produce, can I have some?" We wouldn't say
no... but that's us out here more than like the function of the farm"
Identifying Friction Points
The Shape and Scope of the CWU Narrative: Messaging and Marketing
CWU Institutional Values are reflected in how space and funding are allocated and
throughout the triangulation of methods between semi-structured interviews, participatory
observation fieldwork, and negative case analysis there are many examples in the data where
there is a disconnect between mission and action. Are college institutions intentionally or
unintentionally contributing to student poverty and basic needs assistance because of the
capitalist nature of university systems? The student is a customer, and the university needs
customers to sustain itself, but at what cost? What does the student think they are getting in
return and is that estimation accurate?
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There is a discrepancy between strategically visioning CWU’s role and commitment to
students versus the day-to-day student experience. In recruiting potential students, the messaging
consists of platitudes around acceptance, inclusion, connection, safety, and resource support that
does not align with reality. Messaging to students should reflect a candidness about expectations,
the transparency around the decision-making process, and how executive leadership and
administration relate to their students at a human level. Demonstrating institutional support could
take the form of engaging in university-wide research initiatives to understand the unique student
landscape of CWU and how food insecurity, particularly food access issues, are expressed. This
type of data collection should be undertaken with the specific purpose of assisting students.
[Key Informant Quote] “We have a lot of ways that I think we could tell students how
much we care it's just we’re pushing up against this ideal and the real and how to bring
them closer together.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October 8th, 2021)

Institutional vs. Informal Program Development
Regarding the formalization of an organization’s internal structure as it relates to internal
processes, mission, and vision, there is a stark contrast between more formalized institutions
such as a public university like CWU and a county-wide food bank like FISH versus more
informal, ad hoc efforts like the PUSH run Wildcat Pantry and APOYO food bank. In the
absence of larger, consistent funding streams, these organizations respond to the immediate crisis
of food and basic needs insecurity. Wildcat Pantry and APOYO see a need and fill it regardless
of whether a comprehensive process is put in place. In this sense, their missions and visions can
fluctuate and respond based on the perceived needs of the student body and greater Ellensburg
community, respectively. This type of community response does not excuse institutions from
addressing the issue but could shed light on the nature of the issue itself to inform how they can
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be better supported financially. Formal organizations are bound by structure and function, which
provides them with infrastructural stability and a sustainability model. This slows down the rate
of response to perceived needs. Administratively speaking, to consider a full-fledged, centralized
pantry with administerial-driven support, administrative bodies need to look at grant funding,
donor support, and most importantly would need to designate space.
“On many campuses space is a big issue I think we could finding the space here would be
not terribly hard, it's the making sure that we have the things we need in place to staff it,
so someone needs to be there, we need to make sure we're getting the kind of food
donations that we need to make it effective.” (Program Manager Interview, November
10th, 2021)
Data Communication
Precarity as defined by Anna Tsing (2015), is “life without stability (p. 2).” If precarity is
to be embraced in both theory and practice of globalized systems, what type of acquired
knowledge would be most befitting to best allow us to track and follow the movement of humans
and food while also exploring the depths of our creative capacity? In our “imagined worlds” as
posed by Anderson (1991:296), to comprehend the intricacies of our systems, generalizations can
no longer be relied on as the basis of knowledge used to shape the narrative of how food moves.
The collection and dissemination of data are coveted as the primary way to evaluate the
effectiveness of programs and services, understand student feedback and concerns, and
comprehend the demographic information of the student body. When assessing program
managers' perceptions of student resource insecurity, this deeply embedded need to justify
information can be seen in their responses. The consensus can be summed up by information
sharing.
“I know in my gut, and I know in my heart, and I know from student qualitative feedback
but Central has not been great at collecting actual data to back up what we see.” (Program
Manager Interview, CWU campus, September 30th 2021)
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“I can tell you that when we have a stocked food pantry shelf, it is emptied out by the end
of the week, usually later in the quarter.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom, October
8th, 2021)
“I don't think it's just a matter of saying we think we know that students aren't getting the
food that they need we do know that we really don't know it as authoritatively as we'd
like to but we do know it so then I think that the more legitimate questions are how do we
create a program that's actually helping people.” (Program Manager Interview, Zoom,
November 10th, 2021)
CWU recognizes the need for a holistic research design to dig deeper into student resource
insecurity and understands that to do it correctly, inclusively, and at the scope required
necessitates intentionality and a survey design that students can fill out in a comfortable and safe
manner. There is a transition in the type of data that holds power, and CWU is slowly embracing
this shift in incremental steps.
“Data-informed is better than data-driven and we can't know everything by data.”
(Program Manager Interview, Zoom, November 10th, 2021)

91

CHAPTER V
CONCLUSION
How can we process this analysis? While this anthropological tool can be used to guide
the research analysis, this can also be translated into practical and important take aways for
program managers to consider when moving forward on strategic visions to address student food
insecurity in their respective spaces. The following discussions need to happen in relation to
specific fields of action, but also in conjunction with others in partnership in order to form a
more resilient, collaborative working environment in which all organizations wish to achieve the
same goal in providing students with the support they need to thrive during their academic
career. This also requires CWU to take note of the disconnects in their strategic vision and how
students perceive their efforts. It takes a neutral third party, an ethnographic researcher, to show
how and where partnerships could be fortified. If the organizational goal is to strive to meet basic
human needs, then at the core they are acknowledging food as a basic human right, in which case
these issues need to be addressed as humanely as possible by putting away interpersonal
differences, overcoming partnership issues and conflicts with grace and clear communication,
and most importantly addressing the nature of food access with an intersectional lens that truly
promotes food justice, equity, and sovereignty in the overarching food systems design.

Understanding the Student Experience
Students’ habitus and field of action are missing from the research scope due to the time,
funding, and the pandemic limitations of this two-year research project. The habitus of students
in relationship to food access in the higher education setting of CWU is an essential and crucial
missing piece in this analysis. It is only through understanding this unique perspective that
Program Managers and their respective fields of action can re-evaluate their perceptions of
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student need and compare those with the reality of student need as it lives and breathes in
campus hallways, in the classroom learning spaces, and at home spaces where resource access
might be a challenge. It is in this part of the discussion that I rely on several student accounts
from dedicated individuals inspired to create change and reflect on my own positionality of a
being a graduate student and a mother. From the student perspective, we are often not privy to
what goes on in terms of decision-making and how initiatives generation. Students involved with
PUSH must balance the control they are given to spearhead these on campus food pantry
initiatives student positionality and capacity.
[Key Informant Quote]“We love having agency and autonomy to be able to dictate these
decisions that are being made so I think entering a space that's filled with people who are
of higher knowledge than you, that have more titles than you, that are older than you, and
you're sitting in that space try to be like “I have an idea or like I feel like we're not really
focusing where we need to be focusing on” that sort of stuff , sometimes I think when it
comes to sort of committee teams and faculty leads they like to think so broad in terms of
wanting to just see this mission sustained and it becomes too wide - it feels like students
can lose their grip on what's happening and it's not about us anymore.” (Program
Manager Interview, Zoom, October 8th, 2021)

This balance entails finding champions in higher positions of power in the CWU campus system
to convey ideas, and it must be done in a way where the student voice continues to shine through.
It is imperative that students continue to be consulted in student matters and have the situational
context to stay informed because students are the ones who are ultimately affected. The goal is to
merge the divide between students and faculty and staff, making these pantry initiatives a
collaborative experience rather than compartmental. This student narrative only encompasses
several students already knowledgeable about the cultural, social, economic, and symbolic
capital involved in the food access programs and services on campus. From a research
perspective, there is much needed work to be done when understanding how the entire student
body - undergraduates, graduates, first generation students, underrepresented students, transfer

93

students, commuter students and beyond - experience food insecurity and other basic needs
issues while under the care and support of CWU.
In terms of my student positionality, being a graduate student during the middle of a
global pandemic was isolating. Though my program oriented me to the nature of conducting
graduate level research and the foundational understanding of resource management from a
transdisciplinary lens, I was underprepared for what being an online, off-campus student would
entail. Living in a home where there is one door for bathroom privacy, I had no designated office
space and often conducted my coursework right from my kitchen table. Living in the Snoqualmie
Valley, I commuted to Ellensburg to conduct my research and take advantage of on-campus
services like the library. My daughter often accompanied me during my fieldwork, and I had to
analyze how my part-time university job would compensate for the cost of daycare when she did
not. On the good days of field work, I remembered to pack my lunch. On the days where
mornings were too hectic, I did not and instead I relied on APOYO food pantry and the
Community Garden, during which I found myself trying to deconstruct my internal narrative
about what quantifies as “need.” Was it appropriate to be eating food and taking this resource
away from others? My family and I are down to one income, but surely there are those that could
benefit more than me from this food. This internalization and attempt to destigmatize what
constitutes need took weeks of deconstructing, and still is something I grapple with. During
Winter 2022, the COVID-19 pandemic finally reached our household and several weeks later our
daughter brought us the lovely gift of norovirus. Juggling work, family, research, courses, and
household logistics took its toll on my personal capacity to succeed as a student. It is a first in my
academic journey to be working in the quarter system instead of a semester system, and I found
it extremely challenging to stay on top of my course work, particularly while recovering from
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illnesses. It took me a while, but here I am. Without my cohort, committee, departmental faculty
support, family and friend network, the emotional and financial support of my partner, and the
financial support of the university’s scholarships and fellowships, this dream of earning my
master’s degree would still be just a dream. These may sound like acknowledgements, but it is
important to convey that during ethnographic analysis we never work in a silo. My successes as a
student fully rely on my external networks of support, including my accumulation of capital.

Future Research
Based on my evaluation of CWU’s efforts in documenting food insecurity and to make
more specific determinations on how different student communities and student characteristics
play a role in shaping the food insecurity landscape at CWU more than three questions
administered to first-year freshman will be needed to address the breadth and depth of the issue
of food insecurity on college campuses. Surveying must be considered intentionally and more
qualitative analysis projects framing food access issues to complement this study should be done
specifically focusing on the student voice and experience (Appendix B). Understanding the way
in which Program Managers understand their role and responsibilities and formulate partnerships
internally and externally is only one aspect of understanding the local campus food system. Food
and how to secure access to it through on-campus programs and services can be viewed as a
multivocal symbol. The purpose of food access programs and services hold different meanings
and associations for participating organizations and individuals all with complex, varying visions
of what food insecurity means and how to address it, including how individuals might experience
their involvement with, and or benefit from these programs and services.
To students navigating college as one facet of many in their reality, basic needs issues
and struggles are very real. The phraseology behind the creation of programs and services
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matters. How we talk about “need”, “service”, and “hunger” matter, and must be conducted to
de-stigmatize people who cannot access food due to the larger systemic issues at the heart of the
problem of food insecurity (lack of economic, social, and cultural capital). This can also be
reflected in how students perceive who and who cannot access these services. It is in this light
that the methodology to collect such data should be an important consideration. As a student,
seeing an email hit your inbox asking you to take a survey to gauge student perceptions on a
certain CWU-related issue tells me two things: 1) This data methodology is created to be as easy
as possible for the students to take BUT also as easy as possible for the researcher to administer,
and 2) The data captured will be unlikely to inform any visible, real change. First, time is an
essential methodological ingredient in ensuring a situated understanding of the research
landscape and the issues enacted. It is more highly valued for a researcher or survey
administrator if you can create a comfortable, safe environment to discuss areas of interest and
ask informed questions. Second, data is an important process for communicating up the
administerial chain of command the issues and realities of the student communities and their
experiences on campus. However, when data is collected but not disseminated among concerned
students it can send the message that the surveys only service an administerial purpose to assist
in the marketing and reporting of CWU’s programs, services, and achievements. With a more
transparent decision-making process students could have the opportunity to track the progress of
these issues as they are being discussed at an administerial level, and their interest in seeing these
issues address will be vested through a sense of holding the university accountable.
In working with food systems, the human aspects make up a complex web of people who
interact with food at every step that food takes on its journey from seed to the eater and beyond.
Foodbank staff and volunteers move food by hand and by car to people in need, and hunger relief
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agency workers and volunteers move food by way of shipment containers, boxes, and trucks to
food banks and programs in need. At the foundation of these topics of consideration is the
understanding that capital is directly related to capacity and connected to positionality and lived
experiences (related to Bourdieu’s concept of habitus) (Bourdieu 1986). Anything is possible
with unlimited time and energy. Due to the limitations of resources and lack of capacity outside
of this research scope, capacity can be scaled as such for the organizational to support the
individual, creating a ripple effect that benefits the organization and its community. With a
social-ecological lens which has been applied to mapping institutional level food programming
(Gregson et al. 2001) we can see how relationships can be expressed by their capacity to connect
and communicate with one another on an intra-personal level and through public private
relationships.
Formulating an assessment guide based on resiliency and adaptive management measures
(Appendix C) can help organizations identify areas of success and growth in terms of their food
access initiatives to strengthen food security efforts in their local communities. When looking at
this food system example in terms of ecosystem resilience, we can define resiliency as the ability
to support students, faculty, and staff with sufficient food availability, which implies the ability
to supply nutritious and culturally appropriate foods and efficient food access to resources
available. That includes the ability to share logistics information, promotion of resource
availability, awareness of said resources, and getting resources to those individuals who have
social, historical, and cultural related factors that act as barriers to accessing resources available.
This essentially operationalizes what it means to be food secure, but outside of the scope of my
thesis project, there is also the overall resiliency of the entire system to be accounted for on
which these programs and services rely.
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Adaptive management in this context requires transparent and effective communication
strategies and establishing clear decision-making frameworks that not only involve key
representatives from relevant organizations and institutions, but also the students, staff, and
faculty who engage with the food system on the ground level and have lived experiences that
could provide valuable insight into future improvements to the overall resilience of the food
ecosystem. Adaptive management might also incorporate a layer of organizational reflection to
evaluate internal goals, identify an ethical code, and highlight values specifically sought after in
community partners and in communication. A campus food system’s adaptive management plan
also must incorporate broader social-ecological systems in which it is embedded. For example,
CWU located in the rural town of Ellensburg, needs to consider off-campus organizational and
institution partnerships and communication pathways.
A campus food system needs to not only account for mitigating social (interpersonal and
organizational) conflict but also incorporate responses to environmental and community-wide
impacts in their risk assessment/analysis. Because of the complex nature involving any food
system, there are multiple elements to consider when evaluating risk. From food production,
distribution, and aggregation, to processing, preparation, and consumption and coming full circle
with resource and waste recovery, these processes are necessary to break out and consider
potential microsystem weaknesses.
Food systems inherently rely on cultural and environmental resources. Land and the
tension surrounding space and ownership infiltrate most aspects of this social-ecological system.
Not only is land essential for cultivating resources necessary for survival, but it also plays a
pivotal role in what it means to establish organizational space and place. Because spaces are
geographically, politically, and socially bound, access to not only resources, but resources
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available in specific spaces, can often be challenging. Land as a resource plays an important role
in situating certain organizational institutions differently than others, and in this differentiation
power dynamics are implicitly established. The land has a deep historical and contextual history
that varies case by case, and in the campus setting you can delve deeply into the social,
ecological, and political implications.

Conclusion
By understanding these key takeaways, program managers can leverage their
positionality, their voices, and their ascribed and achieved power to develop deeper capacities for
more just and equitable leadership, more effective, transparent communication strategies and
pathways, and most importantly develop a deeper capacity to relate to and understand their
campus communities on an intimate level to, in conjunction with those student bodies and
affiliated partners, advocate for their student communities and their needs.
It is clear how people dedicated to mission-driven work become deeply ingrained in their
organizational cultural contexts. The stories we tell ourselves are meaningful. Who we are in
relationship to others is meaningful. This thesis provides a summary of food insecurity enacted at
a federal, state, local levels in the larger context of our industrial food system paradigm and
discusses the importance of addressing student food insecurity issues on campus. The roles and
responsibilities of a university should not only extend to its student body, but also into the
greater community of which its students are also a part. This thesis also provides in-depth,
ethnographic, qualitative research for CWU and affiliated partners to understand the structures
and functions of these processes, shedding light on perceived student need and the power that
fields of action can wield within their theory of practice. As a researcher, I am on a constant
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journey to unlearn and re-learn the world according to race, power, and class. It has only been in
the past five years that I have slowly come to understand how these impactful determinates
intersect with other aspects of everyday life. It is extremely important to identify and
acknowledge my positionality and how I have benefited from structures of power as a white
female. This also plays a pivotal role for me as a researcher engaged in the process of reflexivity.
My research interviewing students and food access experts and participatory observation field
work in food banks and food pantries showed that there is a complex and interconnected web of
people at the heart of what matters. I strive to ensure that people feel like they have a voice, that
they can express themselves, and that direct action will be taken to affirm their beliefs and
stances. This process can be initiated by first understanding the needs of the community. My
experience in engaging in diversity, equity, and inclusion work is in the context of understanding
food insecurity and barriers to food access. Ethnographic research methods can be utilized as a
tool to understand a community’s needs and how effectively the programming in place is
meeting these needs.
Whose voices are being heard? Who is benefitting? Who is not, and why? This research
displays how using ethnographic methods and a participatory action research framework as
strategies to answer these questions typically lead to an increase in community participation and
an increase in a diverse range of voices being heard and included in the narrative. Additionally, it
shares insights into how communication structures in place could be improved, how decisions
get made at a program management level, and how by employing a social-ecological framework
informed assessment, organizations can build their path to resiliency. Finally, and most
importantly, this thesis seeks to urge future researchers to pick up the torch and seek out the lived
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experiences from students, whose voices should be captured and should tell the story that
numbers alone cannot.
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APPENDIXES
APPENDIX A - Semi-Structured Interview and Verbal Consent Guide
Consent to Participate Handout
You have expressed willingness to participate in a research study that is looking at local food
security issues on Central Washington University’s campus and in the greater community.
Purpose of research
The purpose of my research is to answer the research question: What role can a university play in
the broader community? Though the Ellensburg community has several food programs external
to the college campus, my research will specifically look at CWU’s contributions to combating
food access in the community.
What is your involvement?
The hope is for you to participate in several in person and audio recorded conversational
interviews with me, answering some questions I have about your role at CWU/APOYO: what it
is that you do, how you spend your time, what you think your organization is doing to combat
hunger and food insecurity. Be audio-recorded ONLY for the purpose for me to take notes after
our time together.
Potential Risks
During our discussions, we may touch upon sensitive material that is hard to talk about and could
cause distress. However, we can ALWAYS decide to take our conversation a different direction,
and you always can refuse to discuss certain things and/or end our conversation early if you are
uncomfortable and change your mind about participating.
Confidentiality and Anonymity
I can’t promise absolute confidentiality, but I will make sure that audio recordings will be
SECURE AND PROTECTED through the duration of my research AND WILL BE DELETED
once I ‘ve transcribed our discussion in a secure word document. I will be the only person to
have access to interview materials, will make sure they are protected. I will be making all
fieldnotes anonymous by using pseudonyms in place of names and ensure anonymity when
results are published.
How to Find out more about the project
I plan on making all research results public and will makes sure that you receive them if
interested. You can always reach back out to me if you have anything else you’d like to ask:
Becca Quinn Wheaton
Rebecca.wheaton@cwu.edu
Do you have any comments, questions, or concerns before you give your verbal consent?
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Initial Semi- Structured Interview Questions * Interview Guide was loosely used
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

How long have you been a part of ________?
What inspired you to work for _______?
What is your role and responsibilities at _______?
Could you describe a typical day at work?
In your own words, what is purpose or mission of __________?
What are your personal goals while you are affiliated with ________?
How does your work seek to challenge food insecurity in the area?
a. In your expert opinion is there food insecurity in the Ellensburg community?
b. In your expert opinion is there food insecurity in the CWU campus community?
8. What are the programs and services _______ offers to challenge food insecurity for
CWU student communities?
a. Who do you think benefits from your programs and services?
b. Do you have data from this? How do you document, track, and report this?
c. What do you think people benefit from using your programs and services?
d. Do you have any plans to build on the existing programs and services? What are
they?
9. What are your partnerships like with ______ who also serve CWU student communities?
a. In what ways do you partner with other food access organizations?
b. How would you describe your partnerships in terms of achieving your mission
and goals?
c. How would you describe your partnerships in terms of building a strong, resilient
food system?
CWU Human Subjects Review Approval:
Do not use after this date:
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06/30/2021
06/29/2024

APPENDIX B - Suggested Short Survey Design
Introduction: My name is _______ and I am_________. I am conducting a survey of students at
CWU to determine student awareness of hunger relief programs and services on campus. This
survey is being sent out to all currently enrolled students at CWU.
Purpose: The purpose of this survey is to find preliminary indications of what students know
about programs and services at CWU that can help them access food. Food access is one of the
foundational pillars of food security and an awareness of programs and services, though not
indicative of accessibility, is the first step in making programs and services at CWU more
accessible to all students to meet their needs. The benefit of this survey is that it will allow CWU
staff, faculty, and students to better understand what resources students need and students'
perception of food access on CWU’s campus.
Procedure: The study will be administered in person. The survey should take approximately 7
minutes to fill out. Your answers will remain anonymous and will not have any identifying
information associated with them.
Voluntary Nature: Your participation is completely voluntary, and you can stop participating at
any time. You can skip certain questions or exit the survey whenever you choose. Participating
in this survey or not, will not affect your relationship with Central Washington University.
Anonymity Protection: The data collected from this survey will be stored on a passwordprotected computer or in a locked cabinet in the researcher’s locked home. The researcher and
their thesis committee members, professors at CWU, will be the only people to have access to
the data collected. The data collected will be anonymous. When you take this survey, find a
private space, and do not leave the survey open if you are using a public or shared computer.
Always remember to clear your browser cache and page history after completing the survey.
Risks: Some questions include sensitive material that could be hard to talk about and could cause
minor distress. Participation is voluntary and you can end the survey at any time without penalty.
Contact Information: For questions, additional comments, or concerns about the research or
your participation in this research, contact ________ at phone # or email@cwu.edu.
You have been informed of the purpose, procedures, risks, and benefits of this study. You have
had the opportunity to have all your questions answered and have been informed that your
participation is completely voluntary. By clicking on the next button below, you are agreeing to
participate in this research and acknowledging that you are a current student of Central
Washington University that is 18 years of age or older.
Survey questions are designed to determine:
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If CWU students are aware of the food access programs and initiatives on campus.
Do they benefit from any of these programs?
Do they experience food access issues?
Does experience food access issues affect their school performance?
Demographic Information
1.) Where do you currently live?
On-Campus
Parent/guardian's home
Home/housing that is off campus
No permanent residence currently
a. If NOT living on-campus: How many miles do you live away from campus?
0-3 miles 4-7 miles 7-10 miles more than 10 miles more than 20 miles more than 30 miles
2.) How long have you been a student at CWU? (This is to gauge how long students have had
time to familiarize themselves with resources)
less than 1 year

1 year

2 years

3 years

4 years 5 years 6 years more than 7 years

3.) If something unexpected happens, how much emergency money monthly would you have at
your disposal? (Understanding student financial context)
None $25

$50

$100

$200

$400

$800 $1600 More than $1600

4.) How old are you? (Number value)
5.) How many dependents are in your household? (Number value)
6.) Do you work in addition to being a student? Y/N
If yes, approximately how many hours? (Number range)
7.) How do you describe yourself in terms of race and ethnicity? Open-ended
CWU Programs and Services
8.) Do you know any hunger relief programs or services that CWU offers? Y/N
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a. If Yes, List Which Ones (open-ended list)
FOR RESPONDENTS WHO MARK YES TO Q8: (Program in survey after open-ended
responses)
(Provide List of CWU Programs and Services i.e PUSH pantries, Wildcat Farm, Dining Funds)
b. Have you ever used these services? Check all that apply
c. How would you rate their effectiveness on a scale of 1-5? (number range)
Perception of Community
9.) In your opinion, do students have access to food on campus to meet their needs? (openended)
Food Insecurity—(Internal Note: Destigmatize what food insecurity can look like—crossreference respondent information with the above sections)
10.) Have you ever used a food bank or food pantry? Y/N
If yes, how frequently does this happen? In the past

Daily Weekly

Monthly

11.) Have you ever skipped a meal because you did not have the money to eat or buy food? Y/N
If yes, how frequently does this happen? In the past

Daily Weekly

Monthly

12.) Have you ever skipped a meal because you did not have the transportation to eat or buy
food? Y/N
If yes, how frequently does this happen? In the past

Daily Weekly

Monthly

13.) Do you ever feel like lack of access to food affects your ability to: (Check all that apply)
Study
Attend Class
Submit assignments on time
Other: Please explain or share another reason (Open Ended)
14.) As a student, is there anything else on the topic of Hunger on campus or CWU hunger relief
programs and services at CWU that you want to share? (open-ended)
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APPENDIX C - Suggested Campus Food System Assessment
Gauging Resiliency of Food Access Initiatives:
Scale

Access

Availability

Do people have

Individual

consistent access to the

Are people aware of

food they need at the

the resources and

time they need it to

services available for

engage in their day-to-

them in times of need?

day activities?

Stigma
Are people able to
engage in these
resources and services
without feeling social
pressure?
Are organizations

Organizational

Are organizations

sensitive and empathic

Do organizations have

aware of the resources

to the needs of the

access to the resources

and services needed by

people for them to

they need to provide

people for them to

access food in the most

food to people?

access in times of

convenient way

need?

possible without
feeling social pressure?

Do communities have
(social and physical)
Broader

spaces that allow for

Community

individuals and

Are communities aware
of the issues and needs
of their community
members and

organizations to promote

organizations?

the sharing of resources?

Do communities create
safe and welcoming
spaces for individuals
and organizations that
support access and
availability?

Formulating an Adaptive Management Framework:
Individual
• Are individuals’ roles and responsibilities clearly outlined?
• Are personal communication styles identified and shared?
• Do individuals know all protocols, procedures, and processes to engage in a respectful
and effective collaborative partnership?
Organizational
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•
•
•
•

Are organizational roles and responsibilities clearly outlined and identified?
Have organizational values and preferred methods of communication styles been taken
into consideration and integrated into the framework?
Do organizations know all protocols, procedures, and processes to engage in a respectful
and effective collaborative partnership?
Are organizations making decisions with individual and community needs in mind?

Broader Community
• Are community representatives engaged?
• Is there an avenue established to channel comments, questions, and or concerns?
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